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PREFACE 


Apologies for one’s work are usually unprofitable: 
either it justifies itself, or it does not. Still, I wish to 
point out that I recognize the extent of the task I 
have undertaken in the following portraits and the 
unavoidable inadequacy of the result. The whole of 
the American Revolution is involved in the back- 
ground of Benedict Arnold, the whole of the Ameri- 
can Revolution and of the French in that of Thomas 
Paine. Burr and Randolph imply a thorough knowl- 
edge of the first quarter of the nineteenth century in 
the United States, Barnum and Butler, of the third. 
In the brief time I have had to give I have not been 
al)lc to increase my familiarity with more than the 
surface of these interesting and important periods. I 
have tried to seize and condense what seemed to be 
essential in the lives and surroundings of the various 
characters; but I am keenly aware of all the possibil- 
ities of misrepresentation and misinterpretation, even 
when I have been able to escape positive errors of 
fact, of which I fear there are t<M> many. 

In working with printed documents one grows 
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PREFACE 

more and more sceptical as to their reliability, es- 
pecially when the printing was done more than fifty 
years ago. Printers were apt to be slipshod. Above 
all, editors were without a conscientious appreciation 
of the nature of their task: they did not hesitate to 
alter, to tone down, to improve, to substitute what 
they thought a writer should have said for what he 
did say. Take the Journal of Aaron liurr, as printed 
by Matthew L. Davis, and compare it with what 
purports to be the facsimile version published by Mr. 
Bixby. The liberties of omission, and still worse, of 
commission, by Davis are astounding. With the 
Bixby text to fall back upon we can feel that we arc 
getting what Burr really wrote in the journal; hut 
how about the numerous letters that Davis prints? 
We have no check upon those, and we can never he 
sure that we arc not dealing with the sentiments and 
reflections of the editor rather than of the author. 
The same doubts beset one in regard to ( larland’H 
“RandoI[)h.” Unless you have n man’s <nvn manu- 
script before your eyes, you can never be (piite suie 
that you are reading what he actually wrote. Hueh 
scepticism does not, of cottrac, apply to the admitable 
editing of Mr. Villard in his “John Bmwn,” c>r of 
Mrs. Marshall’s collection of the letters of ticueral 
Butler. But carelessness and indiflcieiice do bciiay 
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themselves in many places where one would hardly 
look for them. 

This unreliability of printed texts much affects the 
question of attempting to reproduce original spelling 
and punctuation in quotations. After considering the 
matter carefully, I have decided to standardize these 
matters according to contemporary usage. With 
spelling so peculiar and characteristic as John Brown’s, 
it seems a pity to do this. But, generally speaking, 
unless I could collate the original manuscript in every 
case, which is manifestly impossible, it is useless to 
reproduce what too often depends upon the careless 
haste and untrained vision of inexperienced editors. 

I have to express my gratitude to many persons 
who have afforded me valuable assistance in one way 
or another. Mr. Worthington C. Ford has opened his 
stores of information to one who would like to appear 
as grateful as he certainly is needy. The Boston 
Public Library has kindly allowed me to examine its 
important John Brown manuscripts. The staff of the 
Boston Atlienasum has assisted me in innumerable 
ways. My special thanks are due to Mr. M. R. 
Werner for suggc.stion8 in regard to Barnum. I only 
regret that Mr. Werner’s Life of the great showman 
did not appear in time to be made the basis of my 
study. But 1 hope at least that my brief sketch may 
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call attention to the significance of the striking figure 
which Mr. Werner has portrayed at length with the 
thoroughness and elaboration that its typical Ameri- 
canism deserves. I regret also that my portrait of 
Randolph was practically completed before the ap- 
pearance of Mr. William Cabell Bruce’s monumental 
biography of the Virginia statesman. But, although 
I should like to have drawn more fully upon Senator 
Bruce’s admirable accumulation of material, 1 hardly 
feel that my fundamental conception of Randolpli’.s 
character would have been altered. 

(JaMALIKL BR.'VnFoRU 


Wellbslev Mas.i* 
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Damaged Souls 


I 

DAMAGED SOULS 

This is not a book of damned souls, but of damaged 
souls. Neither you nor I know whether they arc 
damned, and I can’t help hoping that every one of 
them has just a wee chance of heaven. 

When it was proposed that I should write a series 
of biographical studies for “Harper’s Magazine,” the 
editor first suggested “iconoclastic portraits”: “Our 
idea would be to go back through our national history 
and select prominent figures who have loomed over- 
large in their own day and have shone with a false 
glory — lucky creatures of chance or of circumstance 
who appealed tremendously to the popular imagina- 
tion of their time. ... Of course, in dealing with such 
a gallery we should expea you to proceed ruthlessly 
and with scant deference to tradition.” To this pro- 
posal 1 replied that it made “a fascinating appeal to 
the worst elements of my nature,” and that “nothing 
would amuse me more than to take empty simulacra 
down from pedestals where they have enjoyed the 
•ecure adoration of ages.” At the same time I ob- 
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DAMAGED SOULS 

jected that such a work of destruction was not really 
worth doing, and that in the end it was likely to do 
more injury to the critic than to the character criti- 
cized. I urged that I did not want ‘‘ to undermine, to 
overthrow, to destroy, even the things that deserve 
it,” and I pointed out that “in every character I have 
portrayed so far it has been my endeavor to find the 
good rather than the evil, to set the figure firmly on 
its common human basis, but at the same time to in- 
sist that if the human heart were not worth loving, 
my work would not be worth doing.” After reflecting 
on the matter, I made the counter-proposition, to do 
“a group of somewhat discredited figures, and not 
endeavor in any way to rehabilitate or wliitcwash, 
but to bring out their real humanity and show that, 
after all, they have something of the same strength 
and weakness as all of us.” And I suggested that tlie 
series might pass under the title of “Damaged” or 
“Patched Souls.” 

It is true that in this scheme there wa.s from the 
beginning a certain confusion between damaged souls 
and damaged reputations. The primary as.sumption 
was that the persons dealt with were ill thought by 
the world, and it did not necca.sarily follow tliat such 
general reprehension was altogether descrvctl At the 
same time, in all those selected the element of suhjec- 
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tive spiritual damage seemed to be quite sufficient 
to explain, if not to justify, the stigma attached to 
them, and, as my aim was, not to emphasize the 
stigma, but to bring out the thoroughly human and 
even noble and attractive elements, it did not appear 
that great injustice would be done. 

It was quite evident, however, that I was grouping 
together under a generally opprobrious title, persons 
whose claims to that bad eminence were of very dif- 
ferent quality and degree. The instant that Thomas 
Paine was announced in a series of damaged souls be- 
tween two names so popularly reprobated as Bene- 
dict Arnold and Aaron Burr the enthusiastic admir- 
ers of Paine set up a complaint, that such an insult 
should be passed upon one of the most conspicuous 
founders of American Independence. Forgetting the 
dark horror of Pottawatomie Creek and the subtle 
taint t)f fanaticism approaching madness, the lovers 
of John Brown protested against my classing him 
with traitors. It was natural that the friends of 
Randoli)h should be equally indignant, when they 
found hivS genuine, if somewhat erratic, patriotism 
shadowed in such company. While the families of 
Barnum and of Butler were likely to object to their 
bcitig rated as damaged souls at all. 

Nevertheless, though in vastly varying measure, I 
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DAMAGED SOULS 

have felt in all these cases, the more I came to study 
them, that the general classification was correctly 
applied. The quality of damage might be very differ- 
ent; but the essential spiritual damage was there. 
Indeed, I was inclined to think that the mere objec- 
tive, external damage, the injury inflicted upon 
others by treasons like those of Arnold and Burr, was 
a less ineradicable, less damning taint than the inner 
obliquity or inadequacy, harder to seize and define 
but even more oppressive to feel, of some others of the 
group. And I am sure that I personally should have 
found the loud and vulgar vanity of Paine and Bar- 
num and Butler a far less tolerable housemate than 
the manly, if misguided, ardor of Arnold, or Burr’s in- 
comparable, if fundamentally selfish, personal charm. 

And no doubt there is a terrible rcs{5onsibiliry in 
affixing or emphasizing damage in connection with 
any soul, even those of the dead past, which is not 
really dead, nor ever can be. One shudders to think 
of the power wielded by painters of character like 
Tacitus or Saint-Simon or Clarendon, the power of 
taking a man out of his quiet grave, where he might 
have slept with his vices and virtues wrapt peace- 
fully abf)ut him, and gibbeting him forever before a 
gaping posterity in creaking chains of ignominy, pes»* 
haps for sin.s he never committed and errors that cx* 
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isted only in the historian’s imagination. And, to be 
sure, one has not the branding fury of genius that 
belonged to these mighty masters; yet a bit of mud, 
even thrown by a feeble hand, has a nasty trick of 
sticking. 

Also, one grows day by day more keenly aware of 
the insuperable difficulty of coming to final conclu- 
sions as to either damage or merit. ; There is the 
original difficulty of material. A man of the past can 
be studied only in what is written by him or about 
him. What is written by him is not always abundant 
or always revealing. What is written about him, even 
by those who knew him well, is reflected and deflected 
by the recording medium, of which one grows more 
distrustful, the more one considers it. Even when 
one has ample material, which can be fairly relied 
upon, there is the even greater difficulty of interpre- 
tation. Supposing that a man really did and said 
certain things attributed to him, what do those things 
mean as to his character? Are we justified in general- 
izing such speech and action to the establishment of 
certain qualities by which the man may be perma- 
nently labeled and classified for posterity? It is evi- 
dent that the determination of this point requires 
long training and discipline in the nice analysis and 
estimate of human motives, and even with such 
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DAMAGED SOULS 

training and discipline, one is likely to err quite as 
often as to be correct. In fact, the complication and 
perplexity of the task are so great that one would be a 
thousand times tempted to abandon it, if its impor- 
tance were not quite equal to its absorbing fascina- 
tion. But at least, as one goes on, one learns the les- 
son of tolerance, of recognizing the certainty of mixed 
motives for every action, and of inclining more and 
more to a larger humanity. 

As to spiritual damage, the universality of it must 
also be admitted. Perhaps essentially most of the 
members of the group here discussed were not much 
more damaged than the average of their human 
brothers and sisters. When we come to think over 
distinguished historical personages, or even I’om, 
Dick, and Harry, whom we meet daily in the street, 
some element of imperfection presents itself, which 
would make it easy to include them in such a list, or 
even difficult to keep them out. And it is probably 
the conspicuous stage on which their damage was dis- 
played rather than its fundamental <iuality which 
gives some at least of my subjects their claim to a 
notorious position. Least of all can the writer of such 
a book claim to be exempt from the damage which he 
attributes to those whom he discusses. Indeed, he 
has felt that the surest sign of his own innate deprav- 
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ity was the profound extent to which he sympathized 
with every one of the souls who came under his pen 
and the singular tenderness with which they inspired 
him. The impetuous heroism of Arnold, the noble 
and sincere idealism of Paine, the cordial, enchant- 
ing amiability of Burr, the wayward chivalry of 
Randolph, the mystical altitude of Brown, even the 
rollicking good-nature of Barnum, and the robust, 
rotund, gross humanity of Butler, who could resist 
them and fail to forget in them for the moment the 
darker blots and stains? I confess that I could not, 
and was often forced to the desperate conclusion of 
Falstaff: “I am bewitched with the rogue’s company. 
If the rascal have not given me medicines to make me 
love him, I’ll be hanged; it could not be else; I have 
drunk medicines.” 

It is interesting to trace in these different figures 
collectively the influence of some of the most marked 
elements that usually account for spiritual damage. 
To begin with, there is ambition, the sin by which 
the angels fell. I do not know that one of our group 
can be said to have had sufficient largeness of intel- 
lect, sufficient intensity of concentrated imaginative 
power, to have held to one vast goal of success from 
beginning to end. Brown, with his personal ambition 
intimately identified with the will of God, perhaps 
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DAMAGED SOULS 

suggests it most. The others were all opportunists, 
restlessly, eagerly anxious to do great things and win 
a great place in the world, but leaving the how mainly 
to the whim of circumstance. Of course they all dis- 
claimed ambition, as we all do, and they were all 
more or less distracted from it by other considera- 
tions, Arnold by passion. Burr by pleasure, Randolph 
by temper, Barnum and Butler by money. But with 
every one of them the love of glory was an essential 
and controlling motive and most of them made it 
manifest in an idle and misplaced vanity. 

Money, again, what a mighty clement of siriritual 
damage it always is. I have already alluded to it with 
Barnum and Butler, and certainly their names were 
sufficiently disfigured by it, if not their lives. Paine 
and Brown I think we may exempt mainly, if n(»t 
wholly, from the money taint. But avarice discred- 
ited the latter days of Randolph, utter financial 
mismanagement, with its sure train of ruin to others, 
haunted the whole career of Burr, and it is unneces- 
sary to suggest what money did to Benedict Arnold. 

Then there is alcohol, almost as clinging anti de- 
structive in its subtle power of ruin as gold. But in 
our list alcohol was mainly less significant. It may have 
played some part in the damage of Arnold, but a com- 
paratively slight one. It injured Paine’s memory, if 
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DAMAGED SOULS 

not his character. Randolph alone was mastered by 
it to a serious extent, and even with him alcohol was 
probably only a secondary agent, working in conjunc- 
tion with the yet more furious demons of temper and 
nerves. 

And women? Again, it must be said that this 
usually so fruitful cause of historical damage does not 
play a predominant part here. Burr alone, of all the 
seven, was largely notable for sexual irregularity, 
and even with Burr, it might be suggested that he did 
a good deal more damage to women than women did 
to him. The only two women who appear to have ex- 
ercised any very marked influence in his life were of 
the noblest strain and of irreproachable character, 
his wife and his daughter. On the other hand, if there 
is little for us to study as regards sex influence in the 
grosser sense, the affection of good women, and the in- 
timate contact with them, not only in the case of 
Burr, but in those of Arnold and Butler, form a most 
curious subject for contemplation and analysis. Al- 
though we have charming letters of Mrs. Arnold, her 
hints of feeling as regards her husband are subtle and 
difficult to disentangle. But Theodosia Burr’s devo- 
tion to her father is as obvious as it is passionate, and 
to find a spirit of her noble temper treating as a supe- 
rior being one who to us seems so peculiarly subject to 
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DAMAGED SOULS 

human frailty affords much matter for reflection. As 
for Mrs. Butler, her innumerable self-revealing letters, 
when taken in connection with her husband s career, 
make one of the most fascinating studies it is possible 
to imagine. She untwists every fibre of her heart and 
lays bare all her hopes, all her ambitions, all her pas- 
sion, all her anguish, with a gift of expression as great 
as the emotions are intense. Take one characteristic 
passage, addressed to her husband, which illustrates 
all the treasures of self-confcssion these letters enfold: 
‘‘Now you must not think me vain, that I recall this 
vision of youth and write it to you; for I lie licrc so 
pale and wearied, so unattractive, that I would fain 
present some bright season of life when 1 was looked 
at with pleasure, and loved, by those who felt the in- 
spiration of my nature. — Love, that they can never 
forget while life exists. It came, not from tlic romance 
of the school-girl that dies at twenty, but the impas- 
sioned woman that art, beauty, and heroic deeds for- 
ever stimulate and exult, that cannot fatten from 
thirty to sixty and waddle through life nc-glccted and 
self-complaisant.” 

Yet another cardinal point suggests interesting 
comparisons between these damaged souls, the ques- 
tion of God. Curiously enough, not one of them was 
positively and violently irreligious, except Paine, and 
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even with Paine irreligion was rather a child’s frac- 
tious rebellion than the thoughtful tragic nihilism 
of Lucretius or Schopenhauer. Brown and Barnum, 
each in his different way, were earnest Christian be- 
lievers. Randolph at least tried to be, and Butler 
usually wrote as if he were. Arnold referred to God 
with a respect which I believe to be genuine, even if 
it was sometimes rather remote. Burr took religion 
very lightly as he took everything else. It did not be- 
come a gentleman to do otherwise. Yet his is the de- 
licious remark, “I think that God is a great deal 
better than some people suppose.” Altogether, it is 
impossible to feel that these damaged souls had any 
sense on their own part of being on bad terms with 
heaven, however the colder and harsher judgment of 
posterity may be inclined to deal with them. 

Finally, there is still one other common element 
affecting most of the group, and that is their facility, 
if not felicity, with words. This does not apply es- 
pecially to Arnold and Brown, who were above all 
things men of action. But the other five were masters 
of language, each in his own way. The tongue was 
the most vivid and effective thing about them, and 
they used it, one and all, with singular and passionate 
urgency, to forward their own purposes, to sway men 
and women, to achieve the conquest of the world. 
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And note that they were none of them conscious and 
deliberate literary artists, except Paine, while even 
Paine was more interested in the use of his verbal in- 
struments than in the understanding of them. They 
were all busy, active, practical men, to whom words 
were tools, no more. But words were ready, handy, 
terrible tools, and the results these men obtained 
with them make one more than ever distrustful of the 
insidious, tremendous, monstrous agency of speech. 

Also, almost all our personages were always eager 
to use their gift of words to enlarge upon themselves, 
to bring their own achievements and capacities amply 
before the world. Yet the odd thing is that, with all 
this limitless discussion of themselves, they seem to 
have analyzed their own natures and rclleeted upon 
their motives very little. They lived for the most 
part outwardly, expanded, enlarged, engrossed, pro- 
jected their personalities upon the world about them, 
and had neither the inclination nor the ability to dis- 
sect their own spirits with intense and curious <jiu‘s- 
tioning. Randolph is the only considerable excep 
tion, and it is interesting to note that with him the 
spiritual damage was closely related to just this rest- 
less analysis f>f his own soul I'hc others had, one and 
all, with regard to themselves, a certain shnplieity 
and almost childlike candor, which one of Genera! 
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Butler’s admirers expressed as “single-mindedness,” 
and which, in spite of every damage, undeniably 
gives to all of them a sort of charm. 

But what perhaps impresses and amuses me most 
with my damaged souls, as I part from them, is the 
vision of them all gathered together, and the bois- 
terous turmoil of abuse and recrimination with 
which every one of them would hail all the others. 
How Butler would storm at Arnold and Burr. With 
what disgust would Paine regard the mystic Brown, 
equal almost to the horror of Brown for Paine’s in- 
decent ribaldry. While Burr would turn away from 
Paine and Brown both with quiet contempt, only to 
find himself coldly shunned by Randolph as a traitor 
to his country. And the sombre shade of Arnold, 
avoided by all alike, would yet feel a peculiar shud- 
der of abhorrence at being grouped with the patent, 
noisy, cheap vulgarity of Barnum. 

What would unite them at once, in common for- 
getfulness of their personal differences, would be the 
suggestion of me. That an insignificant, impertinent, 
treacherous biographer should dare to group them 
under such an infamous title as “Damaged Souls” — 
the idea would be enough to divert all their wrath 
from each other and concentrate it on my unfortunate 
head. And buck of the men there are still those three 
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lovely, passionate, devoted women, ready to take up 
the cause of their idols with far more ardor than even 
the idols themselves. I see the exquisite, delicate 
Mrs. Arnold, of the Lawrence portrait, looking at me 
reproachfully, because I have slandered the general. 
And Theodosia concedes that I have said some nice 
things about her father; but why could n’t I sec him 
as a superior being as she did? And the delicious 
Sarah Butler declares that I wormed myself into her 
confidence only to betray her more cruelly, and she 
sweeps down upon me with a splendid, histrionic, 
Shakespearean gesture of contempt. That gesture of 
contempt haunted me all the time I was writ ing the 
portrait of her husband, and I really believe the dread 
of it made me treat him with more lenicney than he 
deserved. 
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BENEDICT ARNOLD 



CHRONOLOGY 


Born, Norwich, Connecticut, January 14, 1741, 
Enlisted for French and Indian War, 1756. 

Married Margaret Mansfield, February aa, 1767. 
Commanded expedition to Quebec, autumn of 1775*. 
Commanded navy on Lake Champlain, autumn of i 
Wounded at Saratoga, October 7, 1777, 

Commanded in Philadelphia, 1778-1780. 

Married Margaret Shippen, April 8, 1779- 
Given command at West Point, August, 178a 
Fled to British, September 25*, 1780* 

Died in London, June 14, iBoi. 





II 

BENEDICT ARNOLD 


I 

The complexity of Arnold’s tragic adventure is what 
makes it fascinating and has led so many novelists 
and dramatists to use him as a central or a subsidiary- 
figure. He was no mean, sneaking, cowardly, consist- 
ent rascal. He was a splendid fighter, a quick-eyed 
soldier, apparently a sincere and earnest patriot, ad- 
mired and esteemed by thousands of his countrymen, 
praised and trusted by Washington. Yet he was 
guilty of the blackest treachery and sold the personal 
trust of Washington for a cash reward. Could there 
be a soul more interesting to probe in its subtle mix- 
ture of darkness and light ? 

Arnold’s career was one of furious action from his 
boyhood. Born in 1741, he plunged into the French 
and Indian War when he was fifteen years old. His 
early manhood was spent in New Haven, where he 
married and engaged in several more or less adven- 
turous affairs, by which he accumulated some prop- 
erty. He was active in the Revolution from the 
start, was with Ethan Allen atTiconcleroga, and man- 
aged the first naval enterprise on Lake Champlain. 
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DAMAGED SOULS 

In the autumn of 177s he conducted a heroic march 
to Quebec and was wounded in the assault upon that 
city. In the autumn of 1776 he created ajfilect and 
fought the battle of Valcour Island. He was slighted 
by Congress in the promotion to major-generalships, 
to the surprise and disgust of Washington, who re- 
peatedly recommended him. Yet Arnold overlooked 
this neglect and took a part in the Saratoga campaign 
which won him the enthusiasm of the whole country. 
He was incapacitated for field service by a severe 
wound and Washington gave him the military gov- 
ernorship of Philadelphia. Here he marrii'd hi.s .sec- 
ond wife, Margaret Shippen, became intimate with 
loyalists, lived extravagantly, was accused of pecula- 
tion, and irritated the citizens, so that he was finally 
tried by a Court Martial. He was accpiitted of the 
main charges, but was sentenced to be reprimanded 
by Washington for minor irregularities. 'I'his, with 
other complicated considerations, led him to initiate 
arrangement.s with the British, and, after persuading 
Washington to entrust him with the conunatul of 
West Point, he agreed to deliver it up to the enemy. 
Through the arrest of An<lre, wlio was seJit to cotifer 
W'ith him, his intrigues were discovered and lie him- 
self barely managed to escape to tlu; Hiiti-.h fleer. 
He received p;iy and rank in the Britisli atiny and 
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did more or less fighting against his country; but in 
England he was generally slighted and neglected, 
and after years of universal failure, he died in i8oi, 
a broken and despairing wreck. 

Through all this highly colored and violent life 
certain good qualities are too obvious to be over- 
looked or disregarded; yet the hatred inspired by 
Arnold’s end has caused every one of these to be con- 
tested and explained away by some one or other of 
the patriotic historians and biographers. It is exceed- 
ingly curious to trace the working of this prejudice in 
its various details. 

To begin with, the man must certainly have had an 
active and vigorous intelligence. He was not of course 
a scholar or an abstract thinker. Yet he was at one 
time a bookseller, among many other things, and must 
have touched books and had a kind of contact with 
them. He had a fancy for tag ends of Latin, and his 
love letters arc those of a man who had read the poets 
and knew how to use them. The papers that he wrote 
after the betrayal, advising the British as to the con- 
duct of the war, show a large, intelligent grasp of 
political and military problems, and his technical re- 
ports of his own actions have the vigor and simple 
directness of high intellectual power. Yet his busy 
detractors have been eager to represent him as a 
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mere muscular swashbuckler, of more tongue than 
brains. 

It is not, however, as a thinker that Arnold is in- 
teresting, but as a man who was always eager to go 
somewhere and do something. He said of himself 
that being of an active disposition, and detesting 
the languor of still life, he relinquished the business ol 
an apothecary.” He was quick to relinquish any busi- 
ness that meant keeping still, and his salient, attrac- 
tive qualities arc preeminently those of action and 
leadership. He liked to command mcai, to stii them 
to great acticats by his inllucncc and c.vamplc. No 
doubt be enjoyed making himselt (Conspicuous in the 
process; but the love of great things was there. 

And beyond question he had .some ol the finer 
moral qualities of leadership. He could and did en- 
dure privation and misery with his s< tidiers. i lc‘ could 
and did sacrifice his pride, “lays aside his c'laim and 
will create no dispute, .should the g< kxI i >1 1 lie .service re- 
quire them to act in concert,” says Whshing.ton.''* 1 Ic 
had a large and kindly magnanimity. When he wa.s 
wounded at Saratoga, one of hi.s men was ahout to 
kill the soldier who had wounded him. “Don’t hurt 
him,” cried Arnold; “he did hut his duty; he is a fine 
fellow.”® And hi.s sister says that his .soldiers called 
him “a very humane, tender oltieer.”* \ cl lieie, as 

%% 



BENEDICT ARNOLD 

everywhere, the detraction is zealously at work. It is 
urged that Arnold was cruel and inhuman. Rather 
mythical stories are told of his brutality in boyhood, 
of his tormenting birds and strewing broken glass 
under the feet of his playmates.* It is unfortunately 
certain that he wrote to Washington — of all men — 
threatening to revenge any wrongs that might be 
done to his wife and child “in a deluge of American 
blood.”* And if the massacre at Fort Griswold, 
when Arnold was leading British troops in Connecti- 
cut, was not performed by his orders, he, as leader, 
was responsible for it. 

But the cruelty, so far as it existed, was only 
part of Arnold’s intense impulse of executive action. 
Speed, energy, the immediate realization of any plan, 
without regard to who sullered — these were his dis- 
tinguishing characteristics. He had the Herculean 
physical vigor that in youth could take a mad steer 
by the nostrils and hold the animal till it was sub- 
dued.^ He had an equally Herculean spiritual vigor, 
liked dinicultics, faced them, challenged them, tore 
them up by the roots and blotted them out, and 
waged an ardent, furious conflict with the impossible. 
This is the kind of thing that inspires men, and Arnold 
was trusted and beloved, in spite of his dictatorial 
ways. It is indeed justly urged that he did not carry 
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a single follower into the British lines. But this only 
shows the black, hideous, hopeless character of his 
treason. There is ample evidence that the men who 
served him believed in his fighting ability and knew 
that if they followed his banner they would get some- 
where, even if they risked evcr5U:hing in the attempt. 

And Arnold had not only energy, he had the large 
conceptions of generalship. As with Washington 
himself, the pitiful inadequacy of means often 
blighted these conceptions, or made the success (.)nly 
partial. But the broad grasp was there, all the same. 
The handling of the Quebec expedition, the manage- 
ment of the Battle of Bemis I Icights, so far as Arnold 
was concerned in it, above all, the naval achieve- 
ments on Lake Champlain in the autumn of 1776, arc 
substantial evidence. Here, as always, the catping 
malignancy follows us with tediou.s iteration. I'he 
challenge before the walls of Quebec, which formed 
the climax of the daring march dechired by jellerson 
to be equal to Xenophon’s retreat, is slighted by some 
as mere foolish bnivtido. The critics insist that Ar- 
nold was not on the field at Bemis I leights ;tt till, as 
if the place of the general conducting a battle was in 
the front fighting rank. And a jealous fellow-oiriccr, 
General Maxwell, reports of the Cliamplain Itatrles, 
“General Arnold, our evil genius to the nmth, has, 
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with a good deal of industry, got us clear of all our 
fine fleet.” ® But if one wants an antidote for this 
querulous fault-finding, one has only to turn to the 
chapter in Mahan's “Major Operations of the Navies 
in the War of American Independence” that treats of 
these same battles on Lake Champlain. For Arnold’s 
treason Malian’s condemnation is as bitter as any 
one’s: but for his generalship, the breadth of his 
plans, the skill of his conduct in detail, and the mag- 
nificent coolness and courage of his personal leader- 
ship the naval historian’s praise is unstinted. lie had 
made a fleet out of rough boards, he had made fighting 
sailors out of simifle farmers: “Considering its raw 
material and the recency of its organization, words 
can scarcely exaggerate the heroism of the resistance, 
which undoubtedly depended chiefly iqion the per- 
sonal military qualities of the leader.”® And again: 
“The little American navy on Lake Champlain was 
wiped out ; but never had any force, big or small, lived 
to better purpose or died more gloriously.”^® One 
could hardly say more of Thermopylae. And Mahan 
argues that it was this naval resistance of Arnold’s that 
made the Saratoga campaign possible. 

Through all these adventures and vici.ssitudcs the 
one thing that stands out almost undisputed is 
Arnold’s splendid, dashing personal bravery. Even 
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here I have to say “almost,” because Wilkinson in- 
sinuates that Arnold was drinking freely on the day 
of Saratoga, “ and Wayne goes further and declares 
that he “rarely went in way of danger but when 
stimulated with liquor, even to intoxication.” It 
may be pointed out that men do not lead great naval 
battles when drunk. I think Washington would have 
said with Lincoln that if Arnold drank whiskey, he 
should like to know the brand. And it is worth ob- 
serving that in Washington’s quiet comments on his 
leading generals he questions whether both Wayne 
and Wilkinson are not too friendly to the bottle.’® 
But any “ almost” as to Arnold’s love of fighting and 
his dashing, reckless exposure of liml) and life may be 
disregarded. Not that he was wholly reckless. In his 
ardent youth he letl an attack against tlu^ house of a 
well-known Tory, Dr. Petens. Peters threatened to 
shoot if his assailants advanced a step further, an<l 
Arnold retired. “I am no coward,” he said; “but I 
know Dr. Peters’s dispo.sition. ... I have no wish for 
death at present.” Still, what one thinks of most 
is the .self-forgetful daring which in lioyliood tlirew 
itself on the whirling water-wheel and was ti.isiuHl 
gasping over and over through tlie depths, and whieli 
again at Saratoga, after Gates’s jealousy had deprived 
it of all official command, rushed upon the held ami 
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inspired the troops to the desperate charges which 
filled friend and enemy alike with admiring enthusi- 
asm. 

Again and again in a retreat Arnold was the last to 
leave by land or sea. Vanity, say his detractors. 
Perhaps it was vanity; but war can put up with a lot 
of vanity of that description. Heroism breeds hero- 
ism, and the feeling of Arnold’s men is best shown in 
the words of one of them: “He was our fighting gen- 
eral, and a bloody fellow he was. He did n’t care for 
nothing, he’d ride right in. It was ‘Come on, Boys’ 
— ’t was n’t ‘Go, boys.’ He was as brave a man as 
ever livcd.”^® 


II 

Tiir fine qualities of Arnold’s character above ana- 
lyzcil arc too plainly olTsct by serious and glaring de- 
fects, and it is natural that the taint of his great guilt 
should swell those to a cloud of obloquy. His was a 
nature of strong and masterful impulses, insufficiently 
balanced by any groundwork of principle or moral 
habit. Not that his education had been neglected in 
this respect. He had a pious and devoted mother, 
whose earnest letters to him have been preserved. 
“ Pray, my dear,” she writes with pathetic foresight, 
“don’t neglect your precious soul, which once lost 
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can never be regained.” Arnold himself shows no 
sign of irreligion or any tendency to base ii regular- 
ities of life upon irregularities of theology. Without 
the slightest trace of cant, he has occasional reverent 
phrases which seem to indicate a decided religious 
habit of thought: “This disaster, though unfortunate 
at first view, we must think a veiy hap[>y ciicuni- 
stance on the whole, and a kind intcrp(wition of 
Providence.” 

But whatever moral basis there was, it was tO(,) 
weak to maintain control in a tcm[)ct played upon 
constantly by furious passions, and we read Arnold 
best when we think of these as making him the sport 
of their tempestuous violence. Lying? lie was nat- 
urally frank, genuine, straightforward, was too proud 
to be anything else. Yet the strange complications 
of his career probably made him careless of strict 
veracity, even before the climax of his guilt involved 
him in its fatal snare of dissimulation. Drijik? lie 
certainly was no habitual drimkatd; yet when he 
was twenty-five the sheriiT had orders to arrest him 
“for drunkenness and being disabled in tin; use of his 
understanding and reason.”** Ambition? Often a 
virtue as much as a foult and the mother of gt eat and 
nolde actions, but in natures ill-regulated as Arnold’s 
apt to run riot in strange and disorderly paths. There 
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were times when he disclaimed it. When all the world 
seemed to be against him, he made up his mind to buy 
a farm and retire into rural oblivion, declaring that 
his ambition was to be “a good citizen rather than 
shining in history.” The mood did not last, and his 
normal attitude is probably better represented by his 
explanation to Joshua Smith as to his youth; “De- 
termined to be the Jaber sues fortunes, he lost no oppor- 
tunity that offered, and when they did not take 
notice of him, he courted them by all honest exertions 
to advance his fortunes.” 

And, alas, the baser elements of ambition were 
more prominent in this fiery spirit than the nobler. 
There was a sensitiveness as to his rank and dignity, 
which was sometimes subdued, but too often tri- 
umphed. And there was an ardent, a cruel, a self- 
ish vanity such as is too ready to prostitute great 
causes to petty ends. Not that Arnold was a braggart 
in words or generally inclined to indulge in frivuk)us 
rhodomontade. On the contrary, his letters and re- 
ports are usually simple and dignified. But the taint 
went dceitcr and showed in an incurable desire to 
play the chief role, not only to do great and signifi- 
cant actions, but to get the credit of having done 
them. 

Especially in the more advanced stage of his career 
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this "vanity took a social form. was almost in- 
sane with social ambition,” says Mr. Fisher.*^ This 
is too strong. But it is true that, when he found him- 
self at the head of the government in Philadelphia, 
in the midst of an old and aristocratic society, the 
impulse to cut a great figure was nearly irresistible. 
Hence arose the worst of his money troubles, which 
probably had more than anything else to do with his 
final fall. 

It was, I think, the love of display and the desire to 
assert his great position that led to Arnoltl s c.xti:iva- 
gance, rather than any ingrained fondness lor luxury 
and self-indulgence. No doubt he liked these thing.s; 
but he had been too inured to hardship to be dei>end- 
ent upon them. There is no evidence that he had 
been an abundant spender in his youth. Nor was he, 
as has been sometimes charged, avaricious. 1 here are 
authentic instances of hi.s ready generosity, most no- 
table among them being his thoughtlul provision 
for the children of General Warren, to whom he sent 
five hundred dollars, with the promise of further as- 
sistance, which was not foigotteu.’* 

But he was a had fmnneial manager, he had great 
needs, and all his life his sanguine tempei ament led 
him into diduous speculatkm, from wliii'h the path 
tu dishonesty is tm easy to travel, “In view of the 
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light afterwards thrown upon his character, it is not 
unlikely that he may sometimes have availed him- 
self of his high position to aid these speculations,” 
says Fiske.^® At any rate, his enemies thought so, 
and said so. Arnold himself bitterly resented the 
charge: ‘T cannot but think it extremely cruel, when 
I have sacrificed my ease, health, and a great part of 
my private property in the cause of my country, to be 
calumniated as a robber and a thief.” And when 
the matter was brought to formal trial, he was ex- 
plicitly exonerated from wrong-doing. It must be 
remembered that in the complicated conditions of a 
great war many public ofBcials are apt to be involved 
in the appearance of irregularity and everybody 
tends to become suspicious of everybody else. Never- 
theless, where suspicion attaches to a man so con- 
stantly as to Arnold, and where the other circum- 
stances of his career so strongly favor it, it is difficult 
not to accept it as in part founded upon fact. 

It is sometimes urged that Arnold’s extravagance 
was caused by that of his second wife, Margaret 
Shippen. I'liis is unjust in that the general’s wanton 
disi>lay began before his marriage and that Mrs. 
Arnold showed herself in later years an excellent 
manager. At the same time, she had been accustomed 
to comhut, and comfort is a costly thing, and it 
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brought huge pressure upon her husband, and he 
loved her: which has been the story of many men’s 
ruin. Among the passions that rioted in Arnold’s 
restless heart love and hate were certainly not the 
least. What his general relations with women were 
we have no direct means of knowing. It is not prob- 
able that he was a man like Aaron Burr, to make the 
possession of some woman or other a constant inter- 
est of his life. His nature was too violently active for 
this. lie would have said with Enoharhus, of the love- 
liest of women, “It were pity to cast them away for 
nothing, though, between them and a great cause, 
they should be esteemed nothing.” But when he 
loved, he loved intensely. That he also loved thought- 
fully and tenderly is shown by hi.s .sister’s descrip- 
tion of him as, loverlike, “tormenting himself with 
a thousand fancied disasters which have fwppcncd 
to you and the family,” and the minute directions 
which he sent to Mrs. Arnold for her journey to We.st 
Point, when he wa.s in the niid.st of the tunuilt of the 
betrayal. Whether he himself Iove<l or not, he was 
deeply beloved. It does not apju'ar fjotn his poitiaits 
that he was strikingly handsome; but no doubt liis 
manly vigor and energy were of a .soit to affect the 
feminine heart. In any case, tliecxtinisite ilevotion of 
at least three noble women, his nujther, his sister, and 
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his wife, should suffice to prove that there was some- 
thing in him not wholly unlovable. 

The most piquant feature of Arnold’s love-making 
is his letters. In the spring of 1778, when he was a 
widower thirty-seven years old, he wished to marry 
Elizabeth DeBlois, of Boston, and wrote her pas- 
sionate letters, declaring that his whole happiness 
depended upon her consent. Take one sample of the 
quality of his wooing: “Friendship and esteem 
founded on the merit of the object is the most certain 
basis to build a lasting happiness upon, and when 
there is a tender and ardent passion on one side and 
friendship and esteem on the other, the heart must 
be callous to every tender sentiment if the taper of 
love is not lighted up at the flame.” Just six 
months later this undying affection, which had been 
declined by Miss DeBlois, was transferred to Miss 
Shippen and expressed itself with the same transport 
and, mind you, in the very identical words given 
above. Now what do you make of that? I cannot ex- 
plain it. Was the fellow a Lovelace, cynically con- 
vinced thtit one cheap artifice of Eros would suffice 
for all women alike? Or was he simply a busy, 
middle-aged man who thought that ladies liked to 
have nice things said to them and, having got one 
convenient model, perhaps from the complete letter- 
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writer, used it to serve every turn? I incline to the 
latter hypothesis ; but one cannot help thinking of thfe 
remark of Mrs. Page to Mrs. Ford, in the “Meriy 
Wives of Windsor”: “He hath a thousand of these 
letters, sure more, and these are of the second edi- 
tion.” 

Artificial or not, the wooing seemed to answer with 
Miss Shippen, who was many years younger than her 
wooer. Her father’s dislike of the match only stimu- 
lated her affection, till her health failed untler the 
strain, and the parental veto was wiflidrawn. As 
Weir Mitchell, the greatest nerve s|)cciali.st of his 
day, observed about the case: “When a dclicatc- 
minclcd, sensitive, well-bred woman falls in love with 
a strong, coarse, passionate man, there is no more to 
be said except ‘take hcr.’”^’^ I'hc two were married 
in April, 1779, though Arnold was still so crippled by 
his wound that “during the marriage ceremony [he] 
was supported by a soldier, and when seated his dis- 
abled limb was propi)ed upon a camji-.stool.”*'* 

If love wtis a large clement in Anutld’s life, hate 
was a larger. Not that he entcrtainc<l l<»ng, cruel 
grudges and remote vengeance. I Its nattirc was ifw 
straiglitfonvard for that. Put his <}uiek, violent 
temper was moved to anger on any fancied pr(tv(jca- 
tion of slight or insult, and hb whole history h an 
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incredible succession of unprofitable cjuarrels. His 
loving mother begged him in his youth to keep a 
“steady watch over your thoughts, words, and ac- 
tions.” Alas, alas, how soon the tender injunctions 
of mothers are forgot! 

These bitter and more or less disreputable conflicts 
abound with Arnold, from almost our earliest record 
until the end. Three duels we know of, and there were 
probably many others. His own description of one 
more ruffianly encounter sets the tone: “I took the 
liberty of breaking his head, and on his refusing to 
draw like a gentleman ... I kicked him very heartily 
and ordered him from the point immediately.” He 
quarreled with his inferiors, quarreled with colonels, 
captains, privates, and citizens. He quarreled with 
his sujHuiors, dates who had befriended him, Reed 
the President of the Executive Council of Pennsyl- 
vania, with disastrous results. No doubt the fault 
was not always on one side; but such a luxury of 
alfercatiott makes one suspicious. Quarrels to him 
seem to have been the zest of life. They fill his por- 
trait with dark shadows and ugly corners. 

And b.aek of the quarrels was the abnormal, uneasy, 
quivering sense of his own importance. This is excel- 
lently suggested in the remark of Washington: “He 
received a rebuke before I could convince him of the 
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impropriety of his entering upon a justification of his 
conduct in my presence, and for bestowing such il- 
liberal abuse as he seemed disposed to do upon those 
whom he denominated his persecutors.” Alas, he 
was too ready to sec persecutors evetywhere. If he 
could only have remembered the admirable words of 
Orlando, himself a good fighter, when it came to the 
push! “I will chide no breather in the world but my- 
self, against whom I know most faults.” Arnold was 
riddled with fiuilts, and must have known it; yet he 
seemed ready to chide every breather that lived. 

Ill 

And now wc arc somewhat better able to und(‘istand 
the critical action of Arnold s life. ^ et cvt*n so, the 
horror of it is almost inexplicable: to sell a sacit'd 
trust and the confidence of a pcr.scmal beneiaefor fi»r 
a cash reward. In the words of Mahan, who so 
greatly admired his heroism and .soldieiship: “It is 
not the least of the injuries done to his nation in after 
years, that he should have . • . cfiacecl this gloiious 
record by so black an infamy.” 

What interests us, of course, is not sti much the 
fact, as the motivc.s Iwhind it, csfiecially Arnold's 
own view of those motives. To use tlu* apt phrase of 
Margaret Fuller: “We need to hear the excuses men 
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make to themselves for their worthlessness.” And 
in every such critical decision of life, as in the min or 
ones also, there is a vast complication of motives, 
which we too often fail to realize. We are inclined to 
sim.plify the motives of others and especially to over- 
look many elements in our own. Above all is this 
true in a nature of fierce action like Arnold’s, which 
generally has neither the leisure nor the disposition 
to spend much time upon self-analysis. In the records 
that we have of his earlier life I do not find indica- 
tions of such analysis, nor do I believe that it was 
there to any great extent. It does not seem possible 
that a man of large imaginative habit could have 
failed to picture to himself the terrible consequences 
of the step he was taking. Yet, on the other hand, a 
very vivid imiagination will sometimes be content to 
frame a wide possibility of contingencies and then 
dwell only upon those that arc agreeable. 

Of one thing we may be sure, that Arnold never ad- 
mitted to himself that he was a scoundrel or that his 
motives were villainous. There may be deliberate 
rascals who do this; but I am sure he was not one of 
them. Wlien he wrote to Elizabeth DeBlois that the 
love with which she had in.spired him could not “ad- 
mit of an unworthy thought or action,”®* I believe 
he was absolutely sincere. His most bitter critic, 
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Stevens, declares that “there is no evidence that the 
heart of Arnold ever beat with one patriotic tlirill.” 
This is absurd. His heart had as many such thrills 
as three quarters of the men who fought in the Rev- 
olution. When he said, “No public or private injury 
or insult shall prevail on me to forsake the cause of 
my injured and oppressed country, until I see peace 
and liberty restored to her, or nobly die in the at- 
tempt,” he meant it, as much as most men mean 
such words. When he called one who was doing pre- 
cisely what he did later, “a most plausible and artful 
villain,” ^'^he meant it. When he wrote to Washing- 
ton, “the heart which is conscious of its own rectitude, 
cannot attempt to palliate a ste() wLich the w'oild tnay 
censure as wrong,”®* w'hen he wrote of his sous in 
later years that they were “{jossessed of stiict prin- 
ciples of honor and integtity,”*® as if they had de- 
rived them from him, he wa.s absolutely sincete in 
w'lrat he said. 

Nevertheless, he did what other men C(!nsi<ier a 
treacherous, hitleous, abominable deed. Ihtw did he 
do if, and why? We must look first at the general 
Conditions which affected him. d'heie is no dt «iil>t 
that in 1779 and 1780 there wa.s much di.seourage- 
mcnr and weariness, and a number of p<‘ihoiis in- 
clined to the opinion that Arnold suggested wh<*n he 
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said to Joshua Smith that “the private interests of a 
few leading individuals seemed to him to be more the 
object contemplated in protracting the war . . . than 
the good of his fellow-citizens.” The British were 
persistent, the French alliance was distasteful, Con- 
gress was incapable and torn by factions, the re- 
sources of the country were scanty, at any rate ill 
managed. Washington himself said, “I have almost 
ceased to hope.”^^ Arnold in Philadelphia, sur- 
rounded by people of Tory leaning, received all these 
dark impressions with double force. It was asserted 
by Aaron Barr and his biographers^* that Mrs. 
Arnold emphasized this tendency in her husband and 
was indeed an active participant in his guilt. As a 
matter of fact, her innocence seems beyond dispute; 
but her sympathies and those of her friends were no 
doubt important elements in the great decision. 

ICven more i)ressing were the considerations per- 
sonal to Arnold himself. There was the odious matter 
of money. 11 is debts were [siled up, his claims upon 
Congress were still unsettled, cash must be got from 
somewhere. Just what sum he bargained to sur- 
render West Point for cannot be dcrmitely deter- 
mined. I'hirty thousand pounds was the legendary 
figure.*® As he could not keep his agreement, he re- 
ceived some six thousand pounds in what he must 
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have felt to be very inadequate compensation for all 
his losses A* The incurably sordid view here involved 
peeps out in his remark to Smith, just before the 
treason was consummated: “Smith, here am I now, 
after having fought the battles of my country, and 
find myself with a ruined constitution, and this 
limb . . . now rendered useless to me. At the termina- 
tion of this war, where can I seek for compensutiori 
for such damages as I have sustained 

But no doubt he prefcrre{I to dwell upon the base 
ingratitude which disregarded his losses, rather than 
upon the financial importance of them. I'he intense 
sensitiveness as to rank and advanceniiait, which is 
apparently more marked in the military (irofession 
than in any other, was as prominent in the Revolu- 
tion as in the Civil War and at other times. ( Icncr- 
als Greene, Sullivan, and Knox all threatened to re- 
sign on the same day, because it was report<‘d iliat an 
inferior and undistingiiislicd officer was to receive 
promotion.'*® In a i)assionatc and iiicjudiced temper- 
ament like Arnold’s the slights indicted upon him 
worked like maddening poison. “I daily discover so 
much baseness and ingratitinlc among mankind that 
I almo.st blush at being of the .same species,” he vvtites 
to Miss Sliippcn, ju.st before his maniage.®^ Aiul the 
remedy he found was to display on his own part a 
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baseness and ingratitude that no one could sur- 
pass. 

Yet he probably persuaded himself that he was to 
be the savior of his country. As one of his biographers 
ingeniously points out/® he may have argued that 
his treachery would never be discovered, but that 
West Point would be taken, the Confederacy would 
fall, the British supremacy would be restored, and he 
himself would be a prominent figure in the dazzling 
future of America. As he expressed it to Germain, 
“I was intent to have demonstrated my zeal by an 
act, which, had it succeeded as intended, must have 
immediately terminated the unnatural convulsions 
that have so long distracted the Empire.” The ex- 
ample of General Monk appears to have been much 
in Arnold’s mind and the immensely significant part 
played by him in bringing about the English Restora- 
tion. Such a role as this teased and tickled his vanity, 
till it grew to be an obsession. 

So tlic great betrayal came about. It was no sudden 
im{)ulsc of whirlwind vengeance. For a year and a 
half Arnold was in correspondence with Sir Henry 
Clinton, first vaguely and anonymf)usly, gradually 
with greater definiteness. He at length prevailed 
upon Washington to entru.st him with West Point 
and then deliberately arranged to surrender it. The 
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negotiations, toward the climax, were complicated. 
Andre was deputed to confer with Arnold personally. 
They met on September 22, 1780, and discussed 
matters without witnesses. But Andre, in attempting 
to return, was captured with his compromising {)apers. 
Colonel Jameson, to whom he was taken, blunder- 
ingly sent word to Arnold, instead of to Washington. 
The latter had been prevented from breakfasting 
with the Arnolds, as he expected to do. 1 le sent his 
aides in advance, and they were all seated at the 
table, when the message from Jameson was delivered. 
Arnold, with marvelous self-control, made no sign 
but cpiietly excused himself. When Mrs. ArnoUl fol- 
lowed him, he broke the news to her, left her com- 
pletely ()rostrated, Hung himself upon the hist horse 
obtainable, rode to the river by what is still called 
Arnold’s path, entered his barge, disfilayed a Hag of 
truce, and made his cscajte to the British vessels in 
safety, leaving Andre to sulTer the degrading death of 
spy. ' Arnold went uncompttnioned, with not one 
single follower to make hi.s desertion valuahU:. 'Fhe 
treason had failed. The consummation of Ins long 
elTorts ami toituou.s devices, of his stianghal eon- 
science and ruined peace, was pitiuhle disaster. What 
was there left in life for him? 

The storm of horror and ctjufempt that Intrst be- 
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hind him has rarely been equaled in the history of 
human execration. His old companions in arms dis- 
owned him with disgust. “From all I can learn Ar- 
nold is the greatest villain that ever disgraced human 
nature,” wrote Greene.®° Wayne was even more em- 
phatic: “The dirty, dirty acts which he has been ca- 
pable of committing beggar all description.” Va- 
rick, his own aide de camp, could only insist u])on “his 
mean and dirty peculation and embezzlement of pub- 
lic property.” Worst of all was Washington: “tie 
seems to have been so hackneyed in villainy and so 
lost to all sense of honor and shame, that, while his 
faculties will enable him to continue his sordid pur- 
suits, there will be no time for remorse.” 

IV 

No lifth act of a tragedy was ever more impressively 
moral than the last twenty years of Arnold’s life. I'he 
interesting thing is that we have not one authentic, 
direct, intimate word of his own, describing his emo- 
tions and experiences; for the formal address exfjlain- 
ing his action to hi.s American fellow-citizens, issued 
.soon after he escaped, cannot be .said to throw much 
light upon the man’s soul. It is easy for our imagina- 
tions to supply him with p.sychological states. Colo- 
nel Laurens wrote to Washington that Arnold must 
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be undergoing agony, and Washington, in replying 
with the words quoted above, denied this : “I am mis- 
taken if, at this time [October, 1780] ‘Arnold is under- 
going the torments of a mental hell.’ He wants feel- 
ing.” This may have been true then, may have 
been true later. We cannot prove or disprove it: we 
can only deduce possibilities from external facts. 

The facts certainly indicate that Arnold’s life was 
not a comfortable one. During the months that he 
remained in America, commanding British armies, 
the abuse of him on the American side was un- 
bounded, and the harshness with w'hich he exercised 
his authority did not tend to mitigate the liatnal of 
his former counfrymen. Perhaps the most vivid il- 
lustration of this is the often told story of the j>ris- 
oncr who was asked by Arnold what the Americans 
would do to him, if he w'cre capt tired, “'I'lu-y will cut 
off that .shortened leg of yours wounded at (Jtiebec 
and at Saratoga, and bury it with all the honors of 
war, and then hang the rest of you on ;i gilvbet.” ” 

Nor were the experiences in England much more 
agreeable. The practical side of life was a constant 
struggle. The king granted a pension to Mis. Arnold: 
but their means were insuflieient to maintain the 
.style ctf living they were aeeustomed to. Arnold en- 
deavored to obtain oppoitunilie.s for nuHtaiy ad* 
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vancement and distinction; but his urgency was dis- 
regarded. To supply his financial needs he was 
driven to all sorts of speculation, notably the hazard- 
ous equipping of privateers, and his ventures were 
always tormenting and usually unsuccessful. So- 
cially he fared little better. The court was kind to 
him. But the world at large was cold. The Whigs 
were bitter, the Tories mainly indifferent. Open 
slights were not uncommon. One insult from Lord 
Lauderdale was so offensive that Arnold met it with a 
challenge. A duel resulted, in which the general bore 
himself with a good deal of credit. If we are to believe 
Mrs. Arnold, the affair greatly improved his social 
situation: “It has been highly gratifying to find the 
General’s conduct so much applauded, which it has 
been universally, and particularly by a number of the 
first characters in the Kingdom, who have called upon 
him in consequence of it.” 

But these arc the words of wifely attachment, and 
the most charming, the most assuaging aspect of the 
strange tragedy of Arnold’s later years is the tender- 
ness of lus young and lovely wife, the enfolding, sus- 
taining affection that shines like a delicate, pale star 
in the chaos of utter ruin. After the disaster at West 
Point Mrs. Arnold for a time sought refuge with her 
father in Philadelphia- Here she was regarded with 
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suspicion and dislike; and she was finally compelled 
to join her husband, first meeting him in New York, 
and then following him to England. Through all the 
vicissitudes of his sojourn there her thoughtfulness, 
her devotion never failed, and they are beautifully 
reflected in the multitude of her letters that have 
been preserved by her family. In threading the 
thorny tangle of Arnold’s finances her prudence, 
discretion, and foresight seem to have been admir- 
able. She liked comfort, she liked luxury, she liked 
to stand well with the world. But she liked honesty 
and independence better, and she toiled courageously 
and wearily to maintain them. 

Her affection for her children, her solicitude for 
their welfare and their future, were untiring. She 
writes repetitedly and anxiously t<') her father as to the 
provision to be made f>r them. And her loving care 
and watchfulness for the children of her husbaitd’s 
first marriage were almost as great as f)r Iter <wn. 

But what is mo.st interesting in Mr.s. ArnoUrs 
letters, and w'liat most concerns us, is the delicate 
divination of her feeling f<or her hushaitd aiul his for 
her. As to the latter we have only tiie reflection in 
her ct>rrcsi)ondence. It has been argued fiom one 
pa.ssage, “Years of imha[>i)incs.s have p.ast, I had ca.st 
my lot, complaints were unavailing, and you and my 
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other friends are ignorant of the many causes of un- 
easiness I have had,” that her husband was un- 
faithful to her. It may have been so. Unfaithfulness 
was in his nature. At any rate, I am sure that he 
turned again and again to the infinite solace of those 
comforting arms and of that tender, sheltering heart. 
The complete trust shown by his making her his 
executrix and giving her the whole charge of his 
affairs ''® only bears out the pathos of her plaint for 
“the loss of a husband whose affection for me was 
unbounded.” 

As for her affection for him, it is impossible to 
question its depth or permanence, however it may be 
veiled under her noble and sensitive reserve. She 
showed it even in the confused misery of the first 
revelation at West Point. “At present,” writes Ham- 
ilton, who was with her, “she almost forgets his 
crime in his misfortunes; and her horror at the guilt 
of the traitor is lost in her love of the man.” She 
showed it during the long dragging years in England 
by her desire to maintain his position and support his 
credit. She showed it by her intense solicitude when 
he was absent or in danger, as when she speaks of 
her anxiety “for the fate of the best of husbands” 
and wlicn she depicts the terrible day of the Lauder- 
dale duel: “What I suffered for near a week is not to 
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be described; the suppression of my feelings, lest I 
should unman the General, almost at last proved too 
much for me; and for some hours my reason was de- 
spaired of.” Yet even here her first thought was 
for her husband’s reputation: “Weak woman as I am, 
I would not wish to prevent what would be deemed 
necessary to preserve his honor.” And most touch- 
ing and pathetic of all I find her desperate determin- 
ation to keep his name unstained in the recollection 
of his children. In speaking of his over-sol icitude 
for their future, she says: “But the solicitude was 
in itself so praiseworthy, and so disinten'sted, and 
never induced him to deviate from rectitude, that 
his children should ever reverence his mianory.”®^ 
O immortal tenderness of woman’s love, which could 
insist fearlessly upon the rectitude of Benedict 
Arnokl I 

But even love like this could not make those 
English years anything hut hell, or save that jiiiiahle 
life from being a melancholy ruin. 'I'liough Arnold 
tells us nothing himself, one or two anecdotes pre- 
serve some evidence of what hi.s misery must have 
been. There is a family tradition that when he was 
near death, he caused hts old Ckmtinental unif >nn 
to be brought to him and put it on, muttering, “God 
forgive me for ever putting on any other.” More 
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reliable and authentic is the incident related by Tal- 
leyrand in his Memoirs. Meeting a stranger, who, 
he was told, was an American general, in a little inn 
at Falmouth, Talleyrand made various inquiries. 
The stranger was far from responsive ; and finally, on 
being pressed for introductions to persons at home, 
he explained : “ I am perhaps the only American who 
cannot give you letters for his own country. . . . All 
the relations I had there are now broken. ... I must 
never return to the States.” “He dared not tell 
me his name,” adds Talleyrand. “It was General 
Arnold. I must confess that I felt much pity for 
him, for which political puritans will perhaps blame 
me, but with which I do not reproach myself, for I 
witnessed his agony.” Could there be a more hope- 
less abyss of human fate than to be pitied for dis- 
honesty by Talleyrand? The scoundrel who suc- 
ceeded pitying the scoundrel who failed. Finally 
there is the story of Arnold, accompanied by a lady, 
visiting Westminster Abbey and pausing to look 
upon the monument of Andre. And this, in its 
dumb significance, is to me the most tragic of all. 
What an enormous tempest of grief that contcm[)la- 
tion must have carried with it; the man whose life he 
had destroyed for nothing, or only for the ruin of his 
own; tlic man whose life he might have saved by a 
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heroic saclifice which would almost have blotted out 
his crime. The legend ran in the British army that 
Arnold offered to give himself up for Andre, but was 
prevented by Clinton.®® If so, it was a cruel bit of 
kindness. To have given his life for Andre’s would 
have averted those bitter years, would have gone far 
to redeem his name from infamy, would have .saved 
him from having to change the proud motto of his 
earlier day, gloria sursum, glory above all tilings, to 
the sad legend which he adopted at last, nil clrsprran- 
dum, only too aptly to be mistranslated: nothing but 
despair* 
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Borrij Thetford, England, January 29, 1737- 
Became a master stay-maker at Sandwich, 1759. 
Married Mary Lambert, September 27, 1759. 
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Married Elizabeth Ollive, Miirch 26, 1771. 
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Letter to Washington, 1796. 
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Rrturned to America, iBoa. 

Died, New York, June iSof. 
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I 

Oh, what fun it is to be a rebel: to shatter, scatter, 
tear down, and destroy, and let others worry about 
building up again; or, if you like, to frame cloud 
fancies of possible utopias and then brand the dull 
things of earth who will not let you make such fancies 
real. 

The first half of the eighteenth century was an age 
of convention, in both good and bad senses, conven- 
tion in politics, in manners, in thought, in art, in 
morals. There is nothing like convention to breed 
rebels, and the last half of the eighteenth century, 
with the first years of the nineteenth, is a fruitful 
time for studying the type. The rebel hates control, 
restraint, limit, demands and delights in the free, 
abundant exercise of his own will, his own ardent 
sense of initiative and personality. He likes to assert 
himself, to make others feel that there is something 
there to assert: it affords him a concrete assurance of 
the fact, which is comforting; and it appears that 
nothing gives us more evidence of our own stability 
and reality than to destroy something else. The 
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rebel has a splendid, joyous confidence in his own 
convictions, believes that his bright, glittering reason 
was given him to hew and cut and thrust through all 
that seems to him sham, pretense, and old, worm- 
eaten, time-consecrated falsity. He pursues his 
triumphant, disastrous way, untroubled by the 
criticism and abuse of spite and malice, indeed 
rather stimulated by them; and his royal self-assur- 
ance is rarely disturbed by the subtle intrusion of 
sceptical humor: if he has humor, it turns him from a 
rebel into something else. Finally, the rebel, at his 
best, is saved by a passionate enthusiasm for human- 
ity. He wants to make the world over. Of course 
the way to do this is to begin by turning it upside 
down. The great ideal rebels are Satan and Prome- 
theus, though perhaps the human enthusiasm was a 
little more evident in the latter. 

Thomas Paine was essentially a rebel. As Mr. 
Sedgwick puts it, ^^W^herever revolution was, there 
was Paine also,” ^ and Mr. Sedgwick elsewhere quotes 
Paine’s noble reply to Franklin, who said, “Where 
liberty is, there is my country,” “Where liberty is 
not, there is mine.”* It is true that Paine had not 
the dignity of Prometheus, nor the picturesqueness 
of Satan; neither had he the piquant, romantic cyni- 
cism of Voltaire, lago, and Mephistopheles, who per- 
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haps were not rebels, but critics; he was just a com- 
monplace rebel, entirely practical, a trifle sordid, and 
altogether English. 

Paine was bom at Thetford, England, in 1737. His 
father was a Quaker, of rather humble station, and 
the boy was but slightly educated. Up to middle 
life his existence was humdrum and insignificant: 
two wives lost, by death and separation, little means, 
little comfort, and no glory. In 1774 he came to 
America, at the prompting of Franklin, and made his 
pen a vigorous agent in the American Revolution. 
He returned to England, wrote “The Rights of Man” 
and stirred up this world, went to France, mingled in 
the French Revolution as a member of the Conven- 
tion, was shut up in prison by fiercer rebels than him- 
self, and there wrote “The Age of Reason” and 
stirred up the other world. Monroe got him out of his 
difficulties, he was reinstated in the Convention, but 
achieved little further in France. In 1802 he returned 
to America, found himself, to his surprise and dis- 
gust, at odds with American respectability, and died 
in 1809, practically unfriended and forlorn, though by 
no means forgotten. 

Paine’s enthusiasm, when he arrived in America, 
after being drenched for nearly forty years in Eng- 
lish obscurity and penury, reminds one of Matthew 
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Arnold’s remark: “When the dissenter first lands in 
America, he thinks he is in heaven.” Curiously 
enough, Paine himself quotes a similar saying by 
“one of the richest manufacturers in England”: 
“ England, Sir, is not a country for a dissenter to live 
in, — we must go to France.”® The man’s delight, 
his ecstasy over this new-found paradise arc really 
touching: “Tire scene which that country presents to 
the eye of a spectator, has something in it which gen- 
erates and encourages great ideas.” ^ 'Fhc natural 
surroundings are inexhaustible in richness, incompar- 
able in beauty. The pcofile are comfortable, con- 
tented, hafrpy, untrammeled by old traditions, un- 
vexed by ol<l exactions. I'hey have shaken olT the 
past, they look forward, and when they look ftrward, 
every pros[)CCt pleases with the promi.se of a world 
which may be shaped and nxmldcd to all the dream 
perfections that any rebel ever imagined. 

Tliough he had made only a few unimportant at- 
tempts at writing in F-ngland, the charm of this out- 
look and his gratitude for being olTerrd a sh.ue in it 
made Paine an autherr, ami Ins pamphlet, “C'tunmon 
Sense,” printed early in 1776 and followed at inter- 
vals by the various numbers of “'fhe American 
Crisis,” stirred and spurred his new fellow-country- 
men far more actively on the road to freedtan than 
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any other words produced by tongue or pen, unless 
the actual Declaration of Independence. Neither 
these writings nor anything in Paine’s later life in- 
dicate a gift for practical statesmanship or concrete 
administration; but his words burn everywhere with 
a large and splendid ardor for democratic ideals, for 
liberty, equality, and opportunity for every one, and 
he was especially happy in insisting upon just the 
points that were essential in that critical stage of 
American affairs. When all men were hesitating 
over the audacity of final separation from Britain, he 
spoke right out: why palter? why delay? Be free, set 
up for yourselves, a great destiny is before you, show 
yourselves worthy of it. He preached nationality, 
cocirdination, cooperation, that the people should feel 
that they were a people and should grow strong in 
that consciousness. Pie preached federal union, that 
petty jealousies and local narrowness should be for- 
gotten, “Our great title is Americans — our inferior 
one varies with the place.” ® It was Thomas Paine 
who first used the words that now echo over the whole 
world, “The United States of America.” * 

P'or he had a wonderful power of building phrases, 
of shaping swift, sharp sentences that should pierce 
dull ears and dead hearts and make them throb and 
thrill and work and live. He began his first Crisis 
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paper, “These are the times that try men’s souls,” 
and few words have been oftener or more aptly re- 
peated. He had a surprising, startling vigor of in- 
tense, direct utterance that made the most inert feel 
that he must do something. And of course he some- 
times overshot himself, let the fury of his pen betray 
him into violence and unnecessary insult. ICngland ? 
He was said to hate England. He did not hate J.Cng- 
land, but he did hate some English ways of doing 
things: “It was equally as much from her manners 
as from her injustice that she lost the colonics,” he 
remarks shrewdly.^ KingCicorgc? 1 le was a “Royal 
Brute,” which dis[)oses of him.® d’orics.? “j^ivcry 
Tory is a coward.”* 

But, human nature being what it is, it must be ad- 
mitted that twen these extravagances addtal to the 
effect of Paine’s pami)hlers. And the ei'fect was enor- 
mous. “Common Sense” was sold by the huiulred 
thousand.’® “Iwcry living man in America in 1776, 
who could read, read ‘Common Sens<\’” wrote 
Theodore Parker.” Even the discreet 'Prcvelyan is 
hurried into superl:itive,s on the subject: “It W(njld 
be difficult to name any human comiKJsition wliit'h 
has Iiad an effect at once so instant, so cxtentled, and 
so lasting.” 

The consc<iucnce of all this was at first naturally 
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an immense admiration and enthusiasm for Thomas 
Paine, a general applause that might have turned 
any man’s head. He was given the degree of Master 
of Arts by the University of Pennsylvania,^® which 
to an English mechanic must have meant something. 
The sober and judicious Franklin spoke of “Com- 
mon Sense” as having “prodigious effects. ” Wash- 
ington, whose opinions were always moderate and 
well-weighed, commented on “the sound doctrine 
and unanswerable reasoning contained in the pam- 
phlet,” and found it “working a powerful change 
there in the minds of many men”; and he was so 
impressed with the trumpet exhortation of the first 
“Crisis” that he ordered it generally read to his dis- 
pirited army.^^ Paine’s merit was also practically 
recognized by Congress, which elected him secretary 
of its Committee of Foreign Affairs, an office which he 
held for nearly two years. When he returned to Eng- 
land, he was almost equally admired in the more 
liberal English circles. He dined with dukes and 
visited them. He was lauded and, what was perhaps 
even more complimcntaiy, he was feared. When he 
crossed to France, then in the earlier agonies of the 
Revolution, he was welcomed as a divine messenger. 
Here was the man who had established liberty in the 
new world; why could he not do as much in the old? 
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And as a later but overwhelming climax, Napoleon 
told him “that a statue of gold ought to be erected to 
him in every city in the universe; he also assured Paine 
that he always slept with a copy of ‘The Rights of 
Man’ under his pillow, and conjured him to honor 
him with his counsel and advice.” 

II 

Which was all rather too smooth sailing for a rebel. 
But by the time Napoleon came to praise, Paine’s 
popularity in America had greatly fallen off. Plis 
well-meant but indiscreet interference, during his 
secretaryship, in the financial tangle of Silas Deane 
first somewhat shook public confidence in him. And 
as he went on with his later political and finally with 
his religious writings, the general attitude changed 
from extreme enthusiasm to a bitterness, a contempt, 
a hearty repudiation, which lasted for a century at 
least, is hardly now forgotten, and would be difficult 
to surpass in the history of human prejudice. With a 
prophetic instinct he himself described the possi- 
bility of this change in general, “It so often happens 
that men live to forfeit the reputation at one time 
they gained at another”; but he could hardly have 
foreseen how complete the reversal would be in his 
ow'n case. In England he was tried for sedition. In 
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America, bitterest irony of all, he was refused the 
right to vote as an American citizen. And the fierce 
invective of Cobbett will serve as an illustration 
of the abuse which the world long heaped upon one 
who supposed he had done it service: “There he 
lies, manacled, besmirched with filth, crawling with 
vermin, loaded with years and infamy.*® . . . Like 
Judas he will be remembered' by posterity; men will 
learn to express all that is base, malignant, treacher- 
ous, unnatural, and blasphemous by the single mono- 
syllable, Paine.” 

When one examines Paine’s writings in the light of 
the changes that have taken place since his time, it is 
difficult to find anything in his general principles that 
accounts for all this storm of obloquy. As regards 
politics, he seems to have urged many of the reforms, 
generally considered beneficial, which are now so 
much accepted that we cannot imagine the world 
without them. It is the hard fate of rebels to be 
sooner or later looked upon as mere conservatives by 
those who succeed them in the same line of activity, 
and even Paine did not entirely escape this misfor- 
tune. He was unwilling to go the later lengths of the 
French Revolution. He reiterates his firm adherence 
to the principle of private property.** In many of his 
political ideas he is nobly and broadly constructive; 
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and though there is a great deal of vague talk about 
“rights,” such as always tickled eighteenth-century 
ears, the rights that are asserted are such as one must 
sympathize with, whether one considers them wholly 
practical or not. How much of this talk Paine got 
from Rousseau and others, and how much he spun 
out of his own brain, will never be settled. He himself 
insisted on his originality, and in some points, like 
finance, his independence of view is evident. But it is 
probable that the ideas that were so widely spread 
around him had permeated his thought more than 
he imagined. The immense, insinuating influence of 
Rousseau is apparent here as elsewhere. 

Yet, though the construction in Paine is obvious 
and undeniable, the destruction is more obvious still, 
indulged in with even more relish and carried on at all 
times with all the rebel’s intense and unremitting 
vigor. Construction is so difficult, involves such pain- 
ful thought, is at best so pervious to criticism. De- 
struction is so easy. You have only to flourish your 
pen, and kings and crowns totter — on paper, at any 
rate. Let us throw over those old relics, get rid of tyr- 
anny, get rid of aristocracy, get rid of governractit, if 
you push us. What is government anyway, but a 
device of the devil to override the sacred natural 
instincts and the lovely primitive kindliness of man? 
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And this dangerous, treacherous pen does slip so 
easily into violence and abuse. Paine could frame 
noble compliment and eulogy; but he could also write 
bitter, savage, cruel, 'contemptible sentences, sen- 
tences the bitterness of which was sure to damage their 
author more than any one else. This tendency to bit- 
terness grew with age, perhaps naturally. There was 
plenty of such writing in the last years of the eight- 
eenth century, and others may have been much worse 
than Paine ; but Paine was bad enough. The “Letters 
to American Citizens” are brutal and disgusting. 
Tlie “Letter to Washington,” written after Paine’s 
release from the French prison, from which he thought 
Washington should have extricated him earlier, is in- 
excusable, in spite of all efforts to excuse it. “You 
commenced your Presidential career by encouraging 
and swallowing the grossest adulation, and you trav- 
eled America from one end to the other to put your- 
self in the way of receiving it.” This sort of thing 
could not hurt Washington: it damned Paine. 

So much for politics. But, not content with draw- 
ing down upon himself the odium of abusing Wash- 
ington, this light-hearted, quick-tongued iconoclast 
also set himself to abuse God. The task was even 
easier, but at the same time a good deal more dan- 
gerous. N(jt that he ever quarreled with God directly. 
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On the contrary, he always treated the Deity with 
a tenderness not exempt from patronage. But for 
those things — whether of religious or social conven- 
tion — that in his day were chiefly associated with 
God he had little regard, and he handled them with a 
fierce sincerity that sent icy shivers down all correct 
and orthodox backs. 

Even here he was not wholly destructive. Indeed 
he advocated many social reforms that scandalized 
his own age but are realized, or soon to be realized, in 
ours. I am not aware that he favored prohibition : he 
had personal reasons for not doing so. Marriage he 
respected, and he thought wealth would soon be so 
harmless that it was not worth bothering with.^^ But 
he anticipated the abolition of slavery,^® he antici- 
pated the Society for the Prevention' of Cruelty to 
Animals,^® he anticipated old age pensions,*’’ he an- 
ticipated the Shepard-Towner Bill,** and he ardently 
resented the inferior status of women.*® 

Moreover, Paine’s religion was constructive enough 
as regards essentials. He affirmed and realfirmed, 
with obvious honesty, his belief in God and his abid- 
ing and comforting hope of a future life, though it is 
interesting to note that his idea of heaven is thor- 
oughly aristocratic: “There is still another descrip- 
tion [of men] who are so very insignificant, both in 
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character and conduct, as not to be worth the trouble 
of damning or saving, or of raising from the dead.” 
Surely these are the very persons whose rights in this 
world he had been fighting so fiercely to assert. But 
in general the positive side of “The Age of Reason” 
and Paine’s similar writings is normal, cheerful, and 
hopeful. There are occasional noble touches, like the 
saying: “Infidelity does not consist in believing, or in 
disbelieving; it consists in professing to believe what 
he does not believe,” while no one can question 
Paine’s sincere intent to inspire in his fellow-man “a 
spirit of trust, confidence, and consolation in his 
creator.” To accomplish this laudable object Paine 
founded in Paris that pretty dream of an eighteenth- 
century pedant, the church of Theophilanthropy. 

Only he was not a profound thinker. He was 
shrewd, keen, acute, and his very preoccupation with 
the surface of things often puts him in the position of 
modern objective Biblical criticism, without regard to 
theological subtleties, as Conway justly points out.*’ 
But the depths of philosophical discussion are utterly 
beyond him. Above all, he was a rebel: he had no 
awe, no reverence, and he did like to pull down, cut 
up, and tear to pieces. When he was eight years old, 
he made up his mind that “any system of religion 
that has anything in it that shocks the mind of a child 
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cannot be a true system.”®^ When he was nearly 
sixty, he wrote “The Age of Reason” and knocked 
the Bible into a cocked hat. The prophets and the 
disciples, the miracles and the mysteries, the odd ad- 
venture of Jonah and the sweet adventure of Ruth, 
the Virgin and the Magdalen, the Virgin Birth of 
Christ and the Resurrection, all alike were game for 
him. He tossed them about and turned them over and 
worried them like a frolicsome puppy, and when he 
got through, there was very little left. His object may 
have been to inculcate “a spirit of trust, confidence, 
and consolation in the creator”; but what sold his 
book in huge numbers and made millions read it, as 
thousands read it still, was something very dilTcrcnt 
and much less edifying. 

And though Paine’s formal creed was definite and 
positive enough, there was not an atom of religion in 
him, no longing, no craving, no aspiration, nothing 
whatever of the mystic’s high emotion and all- 
absorbing love. Mystery? He abhorred mystery, 
liked daylight and common sense, and the surface of 
things. Religion, he expressly explains, cannot have 
any connection with mystery. As to such matters 
we know all we need to know, all we ought to know, 
all we were meant to know.** 

Which does not imply that the man was not by 
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nature a believer. Indeed, what perpetually aston- 
ishes me is the number of things he believed and his 
happy faculty of doing it. Perhaps it will be found 
that the rebel is always a believer, whereas the true 
conservative is the sceptic, who is afraid to lift his 
foot, lest he should not know where to set it down. At 
any rate, Thomas Paine was a believer. He had such a 
luxuriant faculty of believing that he could afford to 
throw away an odd belief here and there. Why 
should anybody mind the loss of a belief or two, 
when they could be had like cherries for picking from 
the trees ? Pie believed in man, the honesty of man, 
the future of man, the rights of man, an endless cat- 
alogue, above all he performed the superb logical feat 
of believing in Thomas Paine. After that, who could 
call him a sceptic ? 

The truth is, he had a splendid confidence in 
human reason. That which, to some of us, seems 
only an alluring, deceiving will-o’-the-wisp, to be 
used, since we have nothing better, but never to be 
trusted, was to Paine a clear light, a sure guide, a 
sharp, unerring instrument which could be relied on 
to penetrate to the heart of everything. As bearing 
on others, this is not quite so certain. They may 
need a word of caution occasionally; “Alas! nothing 
is so easy as to deceive one’s self.” ** But Thomas 
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Paine’s reason— “My own line of reasoning is to 
myself as straight and clear as a ray of light, he says 
in one case and it applies in most cases; for does he 
not himself tell us that God ‘^has given me a large 
share of that divine gift?” 

You sometimes meet a shrewd, thoughtful, uned- 
ucated mechanic who in half an hour will afflict you 
with reasons, old as the world, but perfectly new and 
perfectly convincing to him, reasons that smother 
you like a heap of feathers, as light and as suffocating. 
Such was Thomas Paine. He had no faintest concep- 
tion of the huge, involving, shadowing night of igno- 
rance which descends upon the mind that knows 
something of past and present and honestly and pro- 
foundly begins to think. Perhaps he was better off 
without such conception. The sense of one’s own 
ignorance does little positive good in the world, 
shatters no idols, rights no wrongs. But it has some 
pale and negative merits, such as tolerance, patience, 
humility. It would have done Paine good, if he could 
have remembered the saying of the great Jefferson, 
whom he admired, and who was something of a rebel 
himself: “Error is the stuff of which the web of life is 
woven and he who lives longest and wisest is only 
able to weave out the more of it.” And ignorance 
has also the merit of tranquillity. I have “reposed 
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my head on that pillow of ignorance which a benev- 
olent Creator has made so soft for us, knowing how 
much we should be forced to use it,” says Jefferson 
again. Or, in the words with which a poet of to-day 
addresses the indulgent, night-enveloped, all-suffusing, 
all-enfolding goddess, 

“ Grant me thy supreme repose. 

Medicine my vast despairs 
With the calm that never knows. 

And the peace that never cares.” 

Ill 

Repose, humility, and the recognition of ignorance 
were not distinguishing features of the character of 
Thomas Paine. Still, though he was mainly rebel, he 
was not all so : it is interesting to look for the non- 
rebel traits in him, however one may be impressed by 
their insignificance. Even in his wandering, unset- 
tled, Bohemian career there come gleams of longing 
for quiet, tranquillity, domestic peace. When he is in 
the thick of European excitement, he writes to Jeffer- 
son, “I feel like a bird from its nest, and wishing 
most anxiously to return.” Of home, of family 
surroundings, of the staid continuity of daily routine 
he knew little, at least in later years. Perhaps he did 
not much care for them. Yet he wrote to a young 
lady friend: ‘‘Though I appear a sort of wanderer, 
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the married state has not a sincerer friend than I am. 
It is the harbor of human life, and is, with respect to 
the things of this world, what the next world is to 
this. It is home; and that one word conveys more 
than any other word can express.” 

Of his relations with women we know little, but 
enough to be sure that they did not play any consid- 
erable part in his life. Although he cared for his 
mother in her old age,*® she described him in a 
letter— possibly not authentic— as “the worst of 
husbands.” ** His first wife died early. His second 
left him soon after marriage and it is affirmed that 
they never had any conjugal relation. After this 
no woman was closely connected with him except 
Madame Bonneville, who cared for him in his old age, 
but without any admissible suggestion of scandal. 
“His relations with ladies were as chaste as affection- 
ate” is the charming expression of his biographer.*® 
I accept the chastity, but doubt whether the affec- 
tion went very deep. He had no children, but was 
kind to the children of others and took a moderate 
interest in them. 

As regards men, I find no traces of very near inti- 
macy. Paine of course met all sorts in all places. Some 
liked him and some detested him, but I do not know 
that any made a way into his heart. Serially he could 
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be very attractive, when he was in the mood and the 
company pleased him. He liked to play an occasional 
game of chess or dominoes, but never cards.^® To 
any one who has read his writings it is hardly neces- 
sary to say that he had no humor in the sense of 
irony, no subtle, detached appreciation of the strange, 
unhinging contrasts of the world. But he had quick, 
vivid thrusts of wit, his memory was stored with all 
sorts of apt anecdotes, and he was ready to argue 
without end. Rickman says of him: “In private 
company and among friends his conversation had 
every fascination that anecdote, novelty and truth 
could give it. In mixed company and among strangers 
he said little, and was no public speaker.” 

Of the various aesthetic and intellectual diversions 
that might afford relief from the strenuous career of 
rebellion Paine knew little or nothing. It does not 
appear that he had ever heard of painting or sculp- 
ture. He had an car for music, and liked to take part 
in a chorus; ** but his ordinary preoccupations did not 
leave much place for the finer ecstasies of harmony. 
One or two passages in his books suggest a certain 
sensitiveness to the natural world: “Every thing con- 
spired to hush me into a pleasing kind of melancholy 
— the trees seemed to sleep — and the air hung 
round me with such unbreathing silence, as if listen- 
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ing to my very thoughts.” But these notes are 
rare, and whatever he learned from Rousseau, it was 
not his intense passion for the beauty of nature. Nor 
did he read for the pure delight of it. He had little 
education in youth and little desire in age to make up 
for the deficiency. “Indeed,” says one who talked 
with him, “he seems to have a contemptuous opinion 
not only of books, but of their authors.” Even in 
science, in which he took a constant interest, what 
attracted him was the purely practical. The fascina- 
tion of knowing for itself was quite omitted from his 
composition. 

Nor did Paine have any great taste for the enjoy- 
ment of life, either in simple amusements or in costly 
and luxurious ones. His wants were moderate and his 
way of living frugal, sometimes to the point of priva- 
tion. For a short period in Paris he had means and 
kept up a certain establishment.” But in the main 
his surroundings were humble and he knew little of 
ease or comfort. As he expresses it with his unfailing 
energy of language, “I have confined myself so much 
of late, taken so little exercise, and lived so very spar- 
ingly, that unless I alter my way of life, it will alter 
me.” 

Such a mode of existence did not involve the spend- 
ing of money, and Paine did not need it, and consc- 
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quently had no great desire to get it. He constantly 
proclaimed that his writings were meant to benefit 
mankind, with no thought of profit, and in spite of 
their immense circulation, they yielded him practi- 
cally nothing. When one remembers the sums paid to 
Byron, Moore, and Scott a few years later, one can- 
not but admire Paine’s disinterestedness, though 
bare need sometimes drove him to appeals for public 
assistance that are not entirely prepossessing. Bare 
need seems to have been all that made him think of 
money through the greater part of his life. He was 
free in giving what he had for public and private 
causes. And never at any time, even in the bitterest 
attacks on him, was any charge of dishonesty proved 
or seriously maintained. In his later years it is ad- 
mitted that he became a trifle parsimonious, but 
that would appear to have been no more than the 
dread of a weakening age when the dearest ideal of 
life has been independence. 

Disregard of money is apt to bring disregard of 
work, and Paine was sometimes accused of indolence, 
though others insist upon his enormous capacity for 
labor. J. J. Henry, with whose family he boarded 
during the Crisis years, remembers him chiefly as 
eating, sleeping, and dawdling.®® This is absurd in a 
man who accomplished so much. The truth is prob- 
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ably that liis whole soul toiled by impulse and then 
rested and relaxed again by impulse, without much 
thought for order or system, such not being rebel 
characteristics. 

And the same essential disorder of temperament 
will account for what truth there is in the exaggerated 
stories of his untidiness. Roosevelt called him a 
“filthy little atheist,” and his hostile biographers, 
Oldys and Cheetham, give a disgusting picture of his 
later years. Untended, wandering widowcrhood is 
not always neat, and it may be conceded that Paine’s 
quarters might not have suited a tidy housekeeper. 
But he was neither filthy, little, nor an atheist, flc 
was of good height and dignified in appearance, with 
a quick and piercing black cye,®^ and impartial ob- 
servers describe him in age as careless and indilfercnt 
as to his dress, but by no means unpresentable. 

The same deductions must be made from the ac- 
counts of his drinking. It was a drinking period and 
Paine was no exception. He himself confessed to 
Rickman that when he was overcome by discourage- 
ment in Paris, he drank heavily, and his drinking 
was probably not light at other times. His ardent 
biographer, Conway, whose zeal sometimes over- 
weighs his obvious desire for truth, insists on his 
idol’s sobriety perhaps a little more than it will bear, 
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and I cannot forget the testimony of the printer 
Chapman at the trial connected with “The Rights of 
Man,” that religion was “a favorite subject with him 
when intoxicated.” But here again the grosser 
stories are manifestly absurd. 

In short, what impresses me most in all these at- 
tacks on Paine is their futility. The bitterest enemies, 
hunting every flaw in a character always exposed to 
the largest public view, could establish nothing but 
that he sometimes drank and that he was not clean. 
These are serious objections to a housemate. No 
doubt it is good to be clean and sober and conserva- 
tive and do what your fathers did and shun ideals. 
But some of us occasionally like to think new thoughts 
and step out of the beaten track, and we like one who 
makes us do these things, even if he is a trifle untidy 
in his person. Here is a man who upset the world and 
you say he did not brush his clothes. Here is a man 
who beat and sliook conventions, who stirred up 
dusty and old titles, till he showed their rotten vanity, 
and you complain because some of the dust got on 
himself. Tliis is childislmess. 

IV 

For, whatever else Paine was, he was a rebel, de- 
lighted in change, delighted in novelty, believed the 
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old order dr^omed and that he and his like could make 
the world over and better. “We live to improve, or 
we live in vain,” he wrote, in his swift, incisive fash- 
ion,®^ and he meant it. Even his untidiness was in a 
way a protest against the tiresome formality of life. 
“Let those dress who need it,” he said to a friend.^® 
He was interested in innovations of all sorts, theoret- 
ical and practical. One of the most useful things he 
ever did was his invention and designing of iron 
bridges. He fully shared Franklin’s passion for dis- 
coveries that would benefit mankind. He tried to 
contrive the steam engine. He tried to conquer 
yellow fever. Fie even added a fme touch to liis 
friend Jefferson’s precious gunboats.®® 

He had the rebel’s restlessness, could not keep 
still, did not wish to keep still. Wlicn he was sixteen, 
he began life on a privateer,*® and from then on he 
kept moving, moving, always. After the American 
Revolution he thought he should settle down. But 
movement possessed him more than ever. lie never 
settled down. 

He had the rebel’s essential virtue, pugnacity. His 
Quaker antecedents had instilled into him the love of 
peace; but that did not prevent a perfect readiness to 
fight, when fighting was called for. Flow admirable 
is his utterance as to this nice Quaker distinction: “I 
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am thus far a Quaker, that I would gladly agree with 
all the world to lay aside the use of arms, and settle 
matters by negotiation ; but unless the whole will, the 
matter ends, and I take up my musket and thank 
heaven he has put it in my power.” He did take up 
his musket, literally, and figured in the revolutionary 
armies, perhaps with no especial glory, but certainly 
with no discredit. He had a good, live word for his 
own physical courage, when addressing Lord Howe, 
not being given to hiding any of his merits: “I knew 
the time when I thought that the whistling of a can- 
non ball would have frightened me almost to death; 
but I have since) tried it, and find that I can stand 
it with as little discomposure, and, I believe, with a 
much easier conscience than your lordship.” And 
his moral courage, besides many other proofs, is sol- 
idly established by his fine stand for the king’s life in 
the French Convention. No doubt there were other 
motives mixed with this, as well as mere humanity; 
but, whatever the motive, it required splendid pluck 
to vote for clemency in the face of the wolves who 
were howling for blood. 

Also Paine was absolutely sincere. He adopted his 
principles on what he considered sufficient reasons, and 
he stuck to them through all abuse and animosity, 
perhaps with more relish, the greater the abuse. He 
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was not only persistent, he was fiercely obstinate, 
even in little things, refusing to change what he had 
written for any one.®® No threat and no discourage- 
ment deterred him. William Duane, who was no 
conservative, endeavored to dissuade him from re- 
ligious controversy: “I have fairly told him that he 
will be deserted by the only party that respects or 
does not hate him, that all his political writings will 
be rendered useless, and even his fame destroyed.” 

It was quite unavailing. And the persistency did not 
falter in the presence of death, though religious par- 
tisanship sought to misrepresent this, as with Vol- 
taire and many others. Paine admitted no terror as 
to the future and no doubt as to the goodness of God. 
When a benevolent and intrusive old lady in a scarlet 
cloak visited him in his last illness, insisting that she 
had a special message from the Almighty urging him 
to repent, he turned her out, with the apt though 
petulant comment: “You were not sent with any 
such impertinent message. . . . He would not send 
such a foolish ugly old woman as you about with his 
messages. Go away. Go back — shut the door.”®® 
The old lady went, dissatisfied. He was persistent be- 
cause he had an immense ardor and enthusiasm, a be- 
lief in his cause, in its justice, its nobility, its ultimate 
triumph, and a determination to live and die serving it. 
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Not, I think, that Paine had the pure intellectual 
passion which inspired men like Spinoza or Lucretius 
and puts them in an altogether different class from 
Paine’s. He did not spend his days and nights in 
tortured anxiety to arrive at abstract truth. The 
principles that interested him were those that led to 
the direct, practical benefit of humanity. He did 
not concern himself deeply with their philosophical 
foundations. Though he liked mathematics, he was 
not an elaborately logical systematic thinker. His in- 
telligence was keen, alert, shrewd, attentive to the 
surfaces of things and darting rather than delving 
into the hidden places. 

What he did have supremely was the gift of 
words, and there is no more shining and convenient 
— and dangerous — weapon in all the rebel’s armory. 
Really the man was an astonishing writer. Critics 
have been fooled by his ignorance of grammar. 
Shakcs{)carc was ignorant of grammar, yet some 
think he could write. Paine was ignorant of every- 
thing, though his remarkable memory made him ap- 
pear to know a great deal. But he certainly was a 
master of words. They would glow and glitter at his 
bidding, and fire men’s hearts, and turn a small 
spark into a great flame. They would bite too, and 
dart and sting and lash, till his victims writhed and 
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were forced to take refuge in ignoble and usually in 
dull retaliation. I think Paine’s secret, like Swift’s, 
lies more in rhythm than in anything else. His dic- 
tion is clear and simple and direct; but above all his 
phrases snap and crack like whips, with a firm and 
rigorous movement that every daily journalist must 
envy. How far he understood his own style is a ques- 
tion. He was too busy to study it. That some of the 
strange problems connected with words interested 
him is evident from his charming remark: “I have 
often observed that by lending words for my thoughts 
I understand my thoughts the better.” That he 
appreciated all the terrible dangers of words is un- 
likely: rebels seldom do appreciate them. But that 
he luxuriated in his own verbal power is clear enough. 

For he was not a man to miss any of his powers or 
let any one else miss them. On the contrary, he en- 
joyed them thoroughly. He himself tells us that he 
was not ambitious : “ I never courted either fame or in- 
terest.” Many other persons make the same boast, 
and perhaps in Paine’s case it was true, in the larger, 
deeper sense. But he had a huge, simi)le, naive van- 
ity, which is obvious everywhere, and much increased 
as life went on. He liked to be prominent socially, 
liked to be “in as elegant style of acquaintance here 
as any American that ever came over.”*® He liked 
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to be prominent politically, thought that Washington 
“did not perform his part in the Revolution better 
. . . than I did mine, and the one part was as neces- 
sary as the other,” and he wished others to think 
so. He enjoyed his literary success, and his candor 
in asserting it is almost unbelievable: “I have not 
only contributed to raise a new empire in the world 
founded on a new system of government, but I have 
arrived at an eminence in political literature, the 
most difficult of all lines to succeed and excel in, 
which aristocracy with all its aids has not been able 
to reach or to rival.” 

But even greater than his delight in his own verbal 
achievements, was his true rebel’s delight in destruc- 
tion. Of course he would have denied this, and main- 
tained that construction was his only true pleasure. 
Well, construction is pleasant; but it is laborious and 
uncertain. And destruction is so simple. The en- 
thusiastic biographer betrays the whole secret when 
he says, “The force of Paine’s negations was not bro- 
ken by any weakness for speculations of his own.” 

It was not, and his infinite, riotous glee in knock- 
ing over what antiquity consecrated and ages had 
revered is so evident as hardly to need confirmation. 
His gay doings with the Bible were just pure fun. He 
tells us that when he wrote the first part of “The 
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Age of Reason,” he had no Bible to refresh his mind, 
and consequently proceeded with some caution ; but 
when he got hold of a copy, he found things so much 
worse than he thought, that he regretted his former 
leniency.'^^ He made up for it. When he finished, he 
was able to say : I have now gone through the Bible, 
as a man would go through a wood with an axe on 
his shoulder, and fell trees.”''® Can’t you hear his 
chuckle of real rebel’s exultation? The game was so 
easy to play. As the man says in the b rench comedy. 
^^Quel joli metier, et si faciUr It was such an end- 
less delight to shatter the miracles and overturn the 
prophets, a cheap and ready amusement that can no 
longer be enjoyed, since few people to-day take cither 
prophets or miracles seriously enough to be scan- 
dalized. But Paine could carry on the merry revel 
to his heart’s content, could smash idols, and grind 
up crowns, and blast conventions, and turn society 
topsy-turvy, making one grand climax in the toast 
which he gave at a public dinner, with gorgeous sat- 
isfaction, to “the Revolution of the World.” 

All which exposure of the weaker side that Paine 
insisted on exposing so copiously himself should not 
make us overlook the finer elements in the man’s na- 
ture. Wliatever vanity and self-assertion there may 
have been in his constant and energetic efforts, 
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and however unpractical and misdirected some may 
consider them, they were steadily aimed at what he 
believed to be a lofty object. Through discomfort, 
through penury, through obloquy he toiled for an 
ideal. Such a life has a far nobler strain in it than the 
self-seeking and self-indulgent career of a man like 
Aaron Burr. 

And Paine’s work was inspired by the love of hu- 
manity. This love is perhaps less manifested in par- 
ticular instances, though during the French Revolu- 
tion he labored to save lives rather than to destroy 
them, and such labor was quite out of fashion. But in 
the larger sympathy for the poor and downtrodden 
Paine’s merits were real and his accomplishment sub- 
stantial. His own noble words are absolutely just: 
“I defend the cause of the poor, of the manufactur- 
ers, of the tradesmen, of the farmer, and of all those 
on whom the real burden of taxes fall — but above 
all, I defend the cause of humanity.” He looked 
forward, he looked upward, with courage and cheer- 
fulness and hope. He anticipated the large benevo- 
lence and benign aspiration of the League of Nations, 
preached the common interest of all peoples in the 
pursuit of peaceful progress and democratic advance- 
ment,^® the abolition of war and the cultivation of 
universal understanding, and it is only just to say 
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that the toast given above to “the Revolution of the 
World” was transformed a few months later into a 
s imil ar toast to “the Republic of the World.” 

So it must be recognized that if Paine, like most 
rebels, did a considerable amount of harm to man- 
kind, he also did a great amount of good. He taught 
men to think by his very turbulence, and when you 
remember how averse they are to that process, he de- 
serves some credit for doing so. He taught them the 
value of liberty, even if he was not a very sure guide 
as to the use of it. He taught the worth of a high ideal 
and the lasting, increasing value of the largest human 
sympathy. And every American ought to be grateful 
to him as one of the active founders of the United 
States of America. 

As for the rebels, it must be admitted that, though 
they are occasionally foul-mouthed and slovenly, 
and often vain, noisy, and altogether distasteful, 
they are the power that moves the world. I some- 
times wish I had the courage and the character to lx 
a rebel myself. 
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CHRONOLOGY 


Born, Newark, New Jersey, February 6, 1756. 
Graduated from Princeton, 177a. 

Took part in Arnold’s Expedition to Quebec, 1775. 
Left army on account of health, 1779. 

Married Theodosia Prevost, July 2, 1782. 

Active in law and politics, 1780-1 8o<x 
Wife died, 1794. 

Elected Vice-President, 1801. 

Duel with Hamilton, July ii, 1804* 

Tried for treason in Richmond, 1807. 

In Europe, 1808-1812. 

Theodosia sailed from Charleston, December 30, i8lSI» 
Married Madame Jumel, July i, 1833. 

Died on Staten Island, September 14, i 






IV 

AARON BURR 


I 

He was a man who came into the world to amuse 
himself, and he early conceived that the richest 
sources of masculine amusement are the love of 
women and the domination of men. Perhaps he was 
right ; but it is impossible to deny the justice of John 
Quincy Adams’s grave comment : “ Burr’s life, take it 
altogether, was such as in any country of sound mor- 
als his friends would be desirous of burying in pro- 
found oblivion.” ^ 

You may regard his career, even more than most, as 
a series of big and little losses. He was born in 1756. 
With Jonathan Edwards as his grandfather and the 
president of Princeton College as his father, he might 
seem to have inherited an almost suffocating odor of 
sanctity; but he soon lost it. He lost his parents in 
early childhood, and he was brought up under what 
his Edwards uncle regretfully called “a maple-sugar 
government.” * As a mere boy, he went with Arnold 
to Quebec, and followed this with other military dis- 
tinction ; but he lost his health and the favor of Wash- 
ington and with these the chance of becoming a 
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great soldier. He ptactised law successfully, but was 
drawn into politics and showed a wonderful gift for 
the seamy side of them. He lost the presidency in 
i8oi by a tie-vote with Jefferson and was thus shifted 
into that graveyard of greater hopes, the vice-presi- 
dency. He lost the governorship of New York, 
chiefly through the activity of his constant opponent 
Hamilton. Whereupon he fought and killed Hamil- 
ton and by so doing lost the respect of most respect- 
able people. He then schemed to create an empire in 
the southwest by robbing and possibly ruining hivS 
own country. He lost this vast dream hoi)e, and 
though he was acquitted of treason in a flimous trial, 
he lost what public confidence had been left to him. 
Money he was always losing, by extravagance, by 
generosity, by indifference, by windy speculation. 
He spent four years, from 1808 to 1812, in the most 
disreputable Bohemian exile in Etirope, and at length 
crept home. Long before, he had lost a charming and 
beloved wife. He now lost his grandson, whom he 
worshiped, and the exquisite daughter, who wor- 
shiped him. It might seem as if he had nothing left to 
lose. But he kept on for twenty-five years longer, 
losing what little trifles life could still take from him. 
At the very end he married a rich widow and lost 
first her money and then her affection. And before 

88 



AARON BURR 


his death, in 1836, he lost even the use of his limbs. 
Yet in this crowding, mountainous accumulation of 
losses, he rarely lost his patience, and never that 
heaven-bestowed gift of amusing himself. 

Through all these busy and tumultuous years Burr 
loved humanity, all humanity, men, women, and 
children, and they loved him, especially the women. 
I have no desire to rake up dusty gossip and for- 
gotten scandal; but to understand such a soul as 
Burr’s, a large analysis of his relations with women 
is absolutely necessary. Among the various classes 
of great lovers it is easy to pick out certain types to 
which Burr did not belong. He had nothing to do 
with the melancholy, world-weary type, jaded with 
indiscriminate satiety and restlessly indifferent to 
anything but the tormenting satisfaction of unap- 
peasable desire, the type which has been so fully and 
admirably dissected — and illustrated — by Sainte- 
Beuve. “He experienced the incurable disgust for all 
things which is peculiar to those who have abused the, 
sources of life,” ® would be ludicrously inept as a de- 
scription of Burr. 

Nor was he a longing, absorbed, soul-devouring, 
romantic lover. I do not believe he ever lost a night’s 
sleep or a day’s work in vainly dreaming of a woman. 
The supreme line which expresses such a state of mind, 
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“ I was not, save it were a thought of thee,” 
would have been meaningless to him, and his 
daughter brands the romantic as somethii^ “which, 
thanks to my father on earth, I am long past.”* 
Again, though here some critics would differ, I am 
convinced that Burr did not belong to the group 
of the bitter, cynical lovers, the Lovelace class, who 
pursue from vanity and conquer with contempt, 
blighting virtue and innocence merely to prove that 
they have no existence. Burr had a naive vanity 
which led him to take a considerable satisfaction 
in his popularity with women. But it seems solidly 
proved that he did not boast of individual triumphs; 
and, while we can never place implicit trust in the 
many verbal statements that are attributed to him, I 
believe that in a general way and with reasonable 
allowances, there was truth, at least of intention, in 
the remark: “Nor did I ever do, or say, or write 
anything which threw a cloud over a woman’s 
name.” ® 

In short, however indiscriminate and disreputable 
were Burr’s amours, there seems to have been notliing 
perverse or abnormal about them, ilis pleasure in his 
relations with women was mainly part of the enter- 
tainment he derived at all times from the society of 
his fellow human beings. The sting of sex addqd a 
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peculiar and enchanting piquancy; but the entertain- 
ment was general and inexhaustible. He liked people, 
liked to be with them, and to watch them, and to 
talk to them. His manner was always dignified and 
not obtrusively or aggressively sympathetic. His ad- 
mirers compared his social ease as well as his morals 
with those of Chesterfield, and he liked to have them 
do so. But he was infinitely more genuine than Ches- 
terfield, simpler and far more lovable. In many re- 
spects he recalls that creature of vast and abounding 
humanity, the elder Dumas. He had a passion for a 
sort of superficial mystery, as a child has. But in 
fact he was candid. If he said different things at dif- 
ferent times, it was because he felt different things. 
And at all times he entered into the lives of others, 
laughed with them, played with them, wept with 
them: “You, who can so well and so singularly bring 
home to yourself the feelings of others, and adopt 
them when they are quite strange to you,” said 
his daughter, admirably.® Above all, he had the 
delightful gift of making others’ amusement his own, 
^d his is the charming and perfectly human phrase, 
“It is a luxury to see people happy.” 

His attraction for grown men was undeniable and 
was exercised all over the world. He made innumer- 
able devoted friends of all sorts, friends who were 
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loyal to him and faced great sacrifices for him. From 
the strange vicissitudes of his life, and,*' alas, from his 
own fundamental selfishness, he lost most of them; 
but he found it incredibly easy to make others. 
“Every variety of man,” says Mr. Oliver, “rich and 
poor, old and young, honest citizen or reckless out- 
law, every casual acquaintance and simple wayfarer, 
is won with the same magic. They like him because 
they believe that he likes them and understands 
them, which there is little doubt he did.” This may 
be somewhat exaggerated and requires correction by 
Mr. Lodge’s harsh remark that Burr possessed “what 
women and young men call ‘fascination.’”® But of 
the two I think Mr. Oliver is nearer the truth. 

And if Burr attracted men, it is certain" that he was 
even more attractive to children, and again because 
he evidently loved them. The truth is that, like 
Dumas, he was in many respects a child himself, 
though sometimes a rather sophisticated one; and he 
was always ready to leave the great matters of the 
world to romp and frolic with congenial playmates. 
“As for children,” says Mr- Oliver again, “they fol- 
lowed him as if he had been the Pied Piper of 1 lame- 
lin.” ® Burr’s letters and journals are full of bits show- 
ing this pure and kindly sympathy with the chihiish 
heart. How pretty is his account of the little German 
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girl, six years old, with the guitar, whom he snubs: 
“To be sure, I did give her a gooden groshen, which 
was probably much more than she expected; but I 
was unkind. One minute after I was sorry, and sent 
for her, but she was not to be found ; and I have been 
all day looking out for her in vain.” 

This tender regard for children is ever5where ob- 
vious in Burr’s own domestic affairs. His daughter 
Theodosia was one of the great delights and interests 
of his life. He devoted much care and thought to her 
education and sought to give her an intellectual train- 
ing far different from what fell to most of the women 
of her time. She did him credit in every way; for she 
was admired and beloved, not only for her beauty, 
but for her character, by all who came into contact 
with her. Even those, like Blennerhassett, who had 
suffered by her father’s vagaries, did not allow their 
grudge against him to affect their adoration for her.^^ 
Burr’s letters to her show him at his best and are full 
of practical and moral advice most excellent in qual- 
ity, if a little surprising from such a source. He prides 
himself upon his influence over her, which was un- 
doubtedly great; but she was the stronger nature and 
it is probable that she had even more influence over 
him. When she married the wealthy South Carolin- 
ian Joseph Allston, her only son. Burr’s namesake, 
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became almost as much an object of affection and 
solicitude as the mother was. 

If Burr was fond of his daughter, it was partly be- 
cause she resembled her mother, and as a husband he 
is no less attractive than as a father. The marriage 
was one of affection. The elder Theodosia was older 
than her husband, and was neither rich nor strik- 
ingly handsome. Burr was attached to her because 
he appreciated the singular grace, dignity, and eleva- 
tion of her character and mind, and all his life he 
spoke with reverence of her charm and of the value of 
her influence upon him. Yet it is notable that her loss, 
when he was well under forty, seems to have made no 
very profound impression, and still more notable is 
the difference in tone between her letters and his. 
His are affectionate, considerate, thoughtful, help- 
ful. Hers have a rare and high intensity of passion 
which he never knew. She says in simple, preg- 
nant words of one of his: “How is it possible you had 
nothing more to write? I know the head maybe ex- 
hausted, but I was in hopes the heart never could.” 

In fact. Burr’s love for his wife was only part of his 
love for all. her sex. And it must at once be recog- 
nized that this love did not stop short of unlimited 
licentiousness. As a subject for the psychoanalysts 
Burr must be singularly fruitful. Even the plain old- 
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fashioned psychologist must regard him with a con- 
siderable amount of interest. His biographers pro- 
claim a touching confidence in his marital fidelity. 
As Ariosto says of his heroine in a similar connection : 
“It may be true, but it is extremely improbable.” 
Parton, endeavoring to contradict Davis, who would 
have saved his hero’s political character at the ex- 
pense of his moral, even insists that Burr was virtu- 
ous before his marriage. But Parton had not seen the 
unedited version of Burr’s Journal. Any one who has 
read that ingenuous document, even though it deals 
with later life, does not find it difficult to believe the 
stories as to Jacataqua, the Indian girl, on the march 
to Quebec, as to Margaret Moncrieffe, or any other 
stories. It is not necessary or possible to emphasize 
this utterly dissolute side of Burr’s character further 
than to point out that he seems to have had no idea of 
moral scruple in such matters. Indeed, his entire ab- 
sence of compunction gives his dealings a singularly 
demoralizing charm, which is suggestive of Sterne; 
and I wish I could embellish these decorous pages with 
the gay adventure of the fair Madame D. in the 
crowded inn at Rotterdam,^® an adventure which 
seems to have danced airily right out of the last 
chapter of “A Sentimental Journey.” 

The curious thing is that his wild illicit relations 
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did not, as is so often the case, destroy or diminish 
Burr’s perfectly innocent pleasure in the society of 
virtuous persons of the other sex. In all his eighty 
5rears he never made the ghastly discovery that a 
pretty woman can be a bore. He would meet a charm- 
ing stranger, chat and flirt with her for an hour, kiss 
her hand respectfully, sigh over her departure, forget 
her, and be ready for the next. He would at once have 
acknowledged the significance of the words of Pepys; 
“Which is a strange slavery that I stand in to beauty, 
that I value nothing near it.”/* All fashions and all 
types suited him. The plump, the thin, the dark, the 
fair, the gay, the grave, even the plain, st) they were 
merry, or witty, or tender, or tantalizing — all alike 
had a fascination for him. 

And as he found all women attractive, so they 
responded with an almost unanimous cordiality. 
One cannot say what the secret was ; one seldom can 
in these cases. He was not strikingly handsome, 
though his courtly and gracious manners, his sym- 
pathetic voice, and his intense, quick eyes may have 
helped. The solution was just the plain old one of 

Victor Hugo’s verses: 

“Comment, disaient Us, 

Enchanter les belles 
Sans philtres subtils? 

Aimer, disaient elles.** 
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Burr liked women, and women liked him: that was 
all there was to it. The gay loved him to laugh with 
him, the pious to reform him, both with the same 
ardor, though not with the same success. When he 
met a siren, he asked kisses, when he visited a con- 
vent, he asked prayers. Prayers and kisses alike 
were accorded with celerity and accepted with grati- 
tude. 

What Burr’s fundamental opinion of women was, 
is not easy to ascertain. He was not a brooding ana- 
lyst of himself or of others, and no doubt he preferred 
to enjoy rather than to explain. He often puts him- 
self forward as the defender of their intelligence and 
he remonstrated against the shallow education which 
was all that most women of that day received. At the 
same time, like many wide lovers, he does not seem to 
have been generally inclined to submit the practical 
conduct of his life to their influence, and I suspect 
that in the depths of his heart he regarded them as 
the most amusing toys in an amusing world. When 
one of them asked him “But, Colonel, have ladies no 
sense then?” his gentle answer was, “All sense, 
madame; yet is it better to talk sweet little nothings 
to them.” 

Whatever he thought of them, they played a 
huge part in his life. If we can believe Parton — 
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alas, so often we cannot — his very last faintly 
whispered dying word was “Madame.” And after 
his poverty-stricken death the monument which his 
careless and indifferent executors had neglected to 
place over his grave was set up in the anonymity of 
night by the orders of a woman who had loved him.^® 

ii 

Thus we have established that Burr was a man who 
adored women. If it be thought that this is incom- 
patible with a life of strenuous activity and at least 
attempted achievement, we should remember Mira- 
beau, who adored women, but snatched time from 
them to make over his country, and Mohammed, who 
adored women, but snatched time from them to make 
over the world. I have dealt thus largely, in begin- 
ning, with the element of feminine amusement in 
Burr’s life, because I believe that, though he owed his 
place in American history to hir other pursuits, the 
key of amusement is just as important in interpret- 
ing these as in understanding his lighter hours. I'he 
efforts of practical life, and he was capable of mighty 
ones, were to him, not stages in an ideal structure of 
vast achievement, but mere diversions, like the kiss 
of a girl, and hardly more engaging. 

Nevertheless, he did great things, and was closely 
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entangled in far greater. In his youth the Revolution 
made him think that the highest of human amuse- 
ments would be to be a soldier, and he bade fair to be 
a brave, discreet, far-seeing, and successful one. He 
made his little, frail body iron, by stern temperance, 
discipline, and self-control.^® Indeed, he was always 
temperate in food and drink. He made his soldiers 
work, fight, and love him. I think perhaps the great- 
est amusement, and certainly the noblest, of his life 
was bearing the body of his dead general Montgomery 
off the field, in the blinding snow, with the British 
guns threatening to bring him down at every moment. 
But over-exertion and health tried beyond all reason 
cut off this career too soon. 

Then there was law, a fascinating, stimulating, ab- 
sorbing amusement. And there was work in it, no 
doubt, enormous work. But the work might be made 
amusing also, especially when it led to a brilliant tri- 
umph. Even Burr’s admirers do not insist that he 
was a profound or philosophical lawyer. His respect 
for the profession is indicated in his cynical comment 
on law as “whatever is boldly asserted and plausibly 
maintained.” But he worked hard, his energy and 
his industry were as intelligently directed as they 
were untiring, and it is remarkable that law is the one 
phase of his career in which he did not lose. It is even 
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said that he never lost a case in which he was engaged 
alone.^^ Well would it have been for him, had he 
stuck to law altogether, and not abandoned it for 
other forms of amusement, perhaps no more divert- 
ing and at any rate less profitable. 

Unfortunately the fascination of politics, so bane- 
ful to the lawyer in a democratic government, soon 
drew him into its snare. For a certain kind of political 
career Burr was admirably fitted. He was not 
troubled with an excess of moral scruple, and if the 
phrase, “Great souls care little for small morals,” 
was not correctly attributed to him, it might have 
been. He was an able organizer, or at any rate manip- 
ulator. And he was a cunning and a mighty adept in 
the art of moulding and kneading the souls of men. 
What his power in this way was may be well in- 
dicated by his singular and impressive account of 
what on one occasion happened to himself. “From 
any man, save one, if I cannot vanquish, I can escape. 
In the hands of that one, I am just what Theodosia 
is in mine. This was perceived after the first two 
hours; and seeing no retreat, nor anything better to 
be done, I surrendered, tame and unresisting, to 
be disarmed, stripped, hacked, hewed, dissected, 
skinned, turned inside out, at the will and mercy of 
the operator.” The treatment he experienced in this 
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case seems to be about what he applied at different 
times to scores of others. 

Yet the gifts were unavailing. It would be im- 
possible to analyze here the complex tangle of Burr’s 
political life. Suffice it to say that after fifteen years 
of it he came out in 1805 completely and generally 
discredited and distrusted by all parties alike. In 
1801 he lost the presidency by the tie with Jefferson. 
In 1804 he was defeated in the contest for the New 
York governorship, then almost as great an office as 
the presidency. Through all these political struggles 
the chief obstacle to Burr’s success was the bitter 
and increasing antagonism of Hamilton, founded 
partly on personal jealousy but mainly on a deep and 
well-grounded belief in Burr’s dangerous and un- 
scrupulous ambition. In the spring of 1 804 the ri- 
valry between the two grew so fierce that Burr deter- 
mined to end it by mortal combat, for which Ham- 
ilton himself admitted that he had given excuse;®^ 
and Hamilton’s most brilliant biographer says of 
Burr’s challenge: “Few gentlemen have ever sent a 
friend with a message upon more substantial provo- 
cation.” The duel took place on the eleventh of 
July, and was conducted properly according to the 
etiquette of such affairs. Burr fired to kill and in- 
flicted a mortal wound. Probably Hamilton dis- 
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charged his pistol with a convulsive pressure, as he 
was struck; but the bullet flew far wide of his adver- 
sary. On that July morning on the Heights of Wee- 
hawken Burr tossed his future in the air and shot it 
to pieces like a glass pigeon, just from a whim of 
spite, or was it really from a notion of honor ? Either 
way, it was thoroughly characteristic of the man. 

Only a very brief time after the duel was required 
to show Burr that, however it might be judged as a 
matter of morals, it was ruinous as a matter of policy. 
A howl of horror rose from the Federalists and from 
nearly all decent people; and Burr was obliged prac- 
tically to seclude himself for a time. Indeed, his situ- 
ation was almost desperate, and he knew it was, and 
had intense, if brief, periods of dejection. Yet in 
these months of wandering and distress his letters to 
Theodosia show no regret, but constantly his singular 
power of amusing himself, and I am not aware of any 
sign of remorse for Hamilton’s death, unless the re- 
mark in later years, “If I had read Sterne more and 
Voltaire less, I should have known that the world was 
wide enough for Hamilton and me.” 

By the autumn of 1804, however, things had 
quieted down sufficiently for Burr to resume his 
vice-presidential place in the Senate. Many people 
dreaded and avoided him, but no one cared to attack 
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him ; and his extraordinary fascination was as widely 
exerted as ever. He presided with dignity and im- 
partiality at the impeachment of Judge Chase, and 
on the second of March, 1805, he delivered a farewell 
address. It was a noble, a dignified, a perfectly appro- 
priate speech and contained the striking and possibly 
prophetic words so often quoted: “If the Constitu- 
tion be destined ever to perish by the sacrilegious 
hands of the demagogue or the usurper, which God 
avert, its expiring agonies will be witnessed on this 
floor.” I can quite well imagine Dumas making 
just such a speech, with entire solemnity and real 
feeling. But the sentence that impresses me most is 
one that would not have been preserved to us except 
for the record of John Quincy Adams, who watched 
the whole ceremony with profound attention. Burr 
enjoins upon Senators the importance of adhering to 
their regular rules of order; for, he says, “on full in- 
vestigation it will be discovered that there is scarce a 
departure from order but leads to or is indissolubly 
connected with a departure from morality.” Think 
of these words, from Aaron Burr, who cared just as 
much for morality as he did for order! And is it not a 
delightful bit of humor that the passage should have 
been handed down by Adams, poor, gaunt-souled 
John Quincy Adams, eaten up by conscience, who had 
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never known an hour of amusement in his whole life ? 
Adams and Burr! 

Within two years this ardent eulogist of order and 
morality was busily conspiring against the peace, if 
not the existence, of his country, whose dying agonies 
he was content to leave for exhibition on the floor of 
the Senate, or anywhere else. The snarl of efforts and 
accusations and individualities and passions involved 
in the Burr Conspiracy is too intricate to be eluci- 
dated in a brief portrait, if it can be elucidated at all. 
Henry Adams’s narrative shows Burr directly aiming 
to break up the Union. Dr. McCaleb would have us 
believe that this was all a pretense, that the enthusi- 
astic loyalty of the West would have made such an 
attempt ludicrous, and that Burr’s designs were di- 
rected only against Spain, with the whole West in en- 
tire S5nmpathy.®® Even the plain facts are exceed- 
ingly diflficult to get at. But it is certain that during 
1805 and 1806 Burr studied the western country 
carefully, attached to himself a considerable number 
of adherents, conspicuous among whom were the de- 
luding Wilkinson and the deluded Blennerhassett, and 
even, at any rate as a matter of friendship, Andrew 
Jackson and Henry Clay, provided himself with a 
decent excuse in the purchase of a tract of land for 
ostensible settlement, and in the autumn of 1806 set 
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out with a handful of followers to descend the Mis- 
sissippi toward New Orleans, and accomplish — 
something; what, we shall never know. Twice he was 
hindered on his way by the authorities, was tried and 
triumphantly acquitted. But at last the government 
was so thoroughly aroused that he found it expedient 
to leave his followers and attempt to make his escape. 
The attempt failed, and he was arrested and taken 
to Richmond to be tried for treason. 

Through all this parti-colored Odyssey what Burr 
really planned to accomplish still remains obscure. 
Probably it was obscure even to himself. I have 
already pointed out that he had a certain childlike love 
of mystery, which showed in a taste for enveloping 
even simple matters in cipher. His celebrated cipher 
letter to Wilkinson has a flavor of comic opera, though 
it deals with life and death. In short, he was a 
conspirator, as Mr. Lodge suggests,®^ rather than a 
statesman, and great undertakings are not built on 
conspiracy. From all the conflicting and concurring 
pieces of evidence we gather that he dreamed of 
a cloudy empire, founded on the ruins of Spanish 
power in the Southwest, an empire that should give 
modern progress and civilization to those oppressed 
people and incidentally a glittering throne to him- 
self, to be transmitted by inheritance to his daughter. 

los 



DAMAGED SOULS 

If this seems utterly fantastic, we must remember 
that Napoleon was then at the top of his success, 
with no shadow of approaching overthrow, and that 
scores of military adventurers like Burr were stimu- 
lated by his example. What moves me more than all 
the elaborate legal testimony is one brief phrase of 
Theodosia’s, which shows the hopes and dreams and 
schemes the two had talked over together. Writing 
later to her father in Europe, she says of difficulties 
affecting Mexico: “It is generally believed that we 
shall have trouble very soon. Thank God I am not 
near my subjects; all my care and real tenderness 
might be forgotten in the strife.” It is these little 
touches that betray the secrets of the heart. 

What chiefly wrecked Burr’s Mexican scheme was 
the lack of money. He begged, he borrowed, he in- 
veigled and plundered rich fools like Blennerhassett, 
he had the delightful audacity to ask the Spanish 
government for money to destroy itself. All was to 
no purpose. What he got was pitiful, and even that 
slipped through his fingers. Money always slipped 
through his fingers: it was the tragedy of his life, ex- 
cept that he made it a comedy. He was often accused 
of dishonesty, and as he refused to justify himself — 
he never would justify himself — the accusation 
stuck. Perhaps he deserved it, indirectly at any rate 
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But the chief trouble was an utter incapacity for 
dealing with money at all. He had a good gift at 
earning. He had an enormous gift at spending. He 
liked to spend for himself. He liked to spend for 
others, regardlessly, indiscriminately. Any beggar 
could fool him. “I never buy a bit of furniture or 
take the smallest trip without being duped and plun- 
dered; and, when it is past, I console myself with the 
experience I have gained, and the full assurance that 
it is the very last time; and this has gone on pretty 
much the same way near forty years.” He liked 
speculation of all sorts, liked to make cloud fortunes, 
and squander them generously and recklessly. Was 
there ever a prettier picture of milkmaid’s happiness 
than this ? “Now if I can get a passport to Bremen 
and Amsterdam,” he writes to his daughter at a later 
period, “I will send you a million of francs within six 
months; but one half of it must be laid out in pretty 
things. Oh! what beautiful things I will send you. 

, . . Home at ten, and have been casting up my mil- 
lions and spending it. Lord, how many people I have 
made happy.” 

So, in casting up his millions and spending them 
and making people happy and inventing huge vision- 
ary amusement, he landed himself in Richmond and 
was being tried for his life. The trial was an immense 
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spectacle; but it was a farce. Everybody, from the 
chief justice to the slightest witness and the prisoner 
himself, seemed to be thinking of something besides 
his guilt or innocence. All the same, the ignominy of 
it set the stamp upon his terrible failure. He had 
failed in politics, he had failed in the conception of 
empire, simply because he was not big enough, be- 
cause he did not take life or death or other men or his 
own ambition seriously enough. Perhaps, after all, 
he was quite as happy. He had the temperament of 
happiness. Even in destruction and disaster there 
were elements of amusement, if you knew how to look 
for them. Theodosia writes of her stay in Richmond 
during the trial: “Indeed, my father, so far from ac- 
cepting of sympathy, has continually animated all 
around him. . . . Since my residence here, of which 
some days and a night were passed in the peniten- 
tiary, our little family circle has been a scene of unin- 
terrupted gayety.” 

And this was the man who so narrowly missed be- 
ing president of the United States. We do not know 
what sort of a president he would have been; but we 
do know something of what, as vice-president, he was. 
And there is always that sentence in the farewell to 
the Senate: “On full investigation it will be discov- 
ered that there is scarce a departure from order but 
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leads to or is indissolubly connected with a departure 
from morality.” A grave sentence, an admirable 
sentence; but, coming from those lips, it too much 
recalls the old adage about Satan reproving sin. 

O Aaron Burr, O Aaron Burr, you amused your- 
self and you were the cause of endless amusement — 
and misery — in others. 


Ill 

After being formally acquitted of treason and even 
of misdemeanor. Burr sailed for Europe in 1808, 
partly because his enemies and his creditors made 
America unpleasant and partly in the shadowy hope 
of furthering his Mexican schemes. He was received 
at first fairly well in England and Scotland and had 
agreeable social relations. But the government soon 
became suspicious of him, and he was driven into a 
forlorn exile over the northern part of the continent. 
The record of his four years’ wandering is contained 
in his singular Journal. And it ought to be a record 
despair. Not only had he left great hope behind him, 
not only had the wealth and glory and power he had 
dreamed of utterly faded away, while all he loved was 
separated from him by a thousand leagues of barren 
sea. But he was beset with every sort of petty trial 
and discomfort. He knocked in vain at the portals of 
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the great, or shivered in their antechambers and en- 
dured the insults of their lackeys, soliciting aid or 
favor or even tolerance. He had spells of sickness, of 
sheer physical exhaustion, with nobody to tend him. 
He was forced to tramp the streets when “my legs re- 
fused their office; my knees trembled, and my head 
became dizzy, so that I was each moment in danger 
of falling and being run over.”®* He endured dis- 
comforts of cold, discomforts of heat, discomforts of 
wet and filth and vermin. He was utterly, wretchedly 
poor, so that he was often near his last penny, forced 
to borrow of servants and casual acquaintance, 
forced to sell the petty and treasured remembrances 
of brighter days. He writes to Theodosia : “ So, after 
turning it over, and looking at it, and opening it, 
and putting it to my ear like a baby, and kissing it, 
and begging you a thousand pardons out loud, your 
dear, little beautiful watch was — was sold.” 

Well, in spite of this hideous accumulation of great 
and little miseries — the little so often harder to en- 
dure — the record is not one of despair at all. There 
are moments of depression, perhaps more intense for 
their rarity, but in the main there is a sunny, infec- 
tious cheerfulness, which is quite irresistible. And 
this cheerfulness is not stoical, is not a matter of dis- 
cipline and theory. No doubt Burr’s theory supported 
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his practice ; but the practice was constitutional and 
did not require any theory whatever. There is no 
regret for the past, hardly even a thought of it. There 
is occasional preoccupation with the future, but not 
often to the point of anxiety. There is always recog- 
nition of the golden sufficiency of the present, and the 
wisdom of making the most of it by keeping one’s 
thoughts outside of one’s self. 

And note that the ordinary greater spiritual con- 
solations and resources are not so much what Burr 
depends upon. He was never an absorbed or ardu- 
ous thinker, and he did not divert himself with the 
problems of philosophy. He read widely, but at this 
time mainly current matter of the day. He took little 
interest in art, though his quick susceptibility re- 
sponded to it for the moment. He says that he could 
spend a month looking at paintings,®* but I do not 
observe that he often spends an hour, and one of the 
few that he describes in detail is the likeness of a lady 
in decided undress.** When he hears a concert, he is 
more interested in the audience than in the music 
and the natural world, also, is little more than a back- 
ground for humanity. As to religion, it is hardly to 
be supposed that he looked to it for comfort. In his 
youth he threw off inherited Calvinism once for all."** 
In his age he spoke of the Bible with respect,** but 
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nothing suggests a daily perusal. He manifested a 
good deal of confidence that he would be vindicated 
in heaven from the few sins which he had not com- 
mitted on earth and from which he had been too proud 
or too la2y to vindicate himself.^® In general, his at- 
titude is that of a polite acquaintance with God, such 
as he maintained with all gentlemen, but of no par- 
ticular intimacy. I don’t know what can better sum up 
his religion than his delightful remark: “I think that 
God is a great deal better than people suppose.” ** 
But he did not need these greater and more re- 
mote means of spiritual support, because the mere 
casual amusement of every day and hour was enough. 
He lived on the surface of his own soul, and the bright, 
varied, shifting, scintillating surface of life afforded 
him inexhaustible diversion. When he was cold and 
half-sick and poverty-stricken indoors, he could go to 
a theatre on the boulevards and laugh and cry like a 
forgetful child. He could walk in the fields on a sunny 
morning and meet a gay company of peasants and 
chat with them and take part in their simple sports 
and make them think he was as gentle and innocent 
as they were — and in a sense he was. Or, if he had 
to take a long dark ride in a crowded coach, with the 
wind chilling and the rain beating, he could wrap him- 
self in his cloak, and snuggle up for warmth against 
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the stout farmer beside him, and snide, and fall 
asleep. 

And the inward cheerfulness was reflected in an 
outward kindness and courtesy, which won hearts 
even if it could not keep heads. He was ready to re- 
ceive favors, and when he could, to return them, to 
give money, when he had it, and to give smiles, 
which he always had. His hope was no greater than 
his benevolence, which was extraordinary, consider- 
ing his evanescent means; often no doubt indiscreet 
and foolish, but immensely attractive. Could there 
be anything prettier than the story of the halfpence 
“Have left in cash two halfpence, which is much 
better than one penny, because they jingle, and thus 
one may refresh one’s self with the music.” Yet a 
little later he finds himself penniless, “for I had given 
my two half-pence to Gonin’s little girl.” 

Then there are the women, women innumerable, 
unfailing, and amusing always. There is that strange 
multiplicity of indiscriminate street adventures, 
which are saved from utter sordidness only by the 
grace and sunshine of his spirit. On a higher level 
there are such entanglements as that with Madame 
de Rcizenstein, and the escape from her, described 
with such picturesque vividness: “Felicitate me, my 
dear, on my escape from the most critical danger of 
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my life I do really believe that de Reizenstein is a 

sorceress. Indeed, I have no doubt of it ; and, if I were 
president of the Secret Tribunal, she should be burned 
alive to-morrow. Another interview, and I might 
have been lost; my hopes and projects blasted and 
abandoned. The horror of this last of catastrophes 
struck me so forcibly, and the danger was so immi- 
nent, that at eight o’clock I ordered posthorses; gave 
,a crown extra to the postillion to drive like the devil, 
and lo! here I am in a warm room, near a neat, good 
bed, safely locked within the walls of Erfurth, re- 
joicing and repining.” But with high and low, 
rich and poor, virtuous and sordid, there is the same 
cordiality, the same gayety, the same lavish waste of 
limited means, and' the same easy oblivion. “Four 
francs for a prostitute and brandy; two for benevo- 
lence.” There you have Aaron Burr — at fifty-five. 

The Journal which contains all these edifying bits 
is a curious production. Professor Channing calls it 
“the most disgraceful journal in existence.” To 
lovers of Pepys this must seem rather strong. At the 
same time, though Pepys is more luxuriant in detail, 
Burr distinctly excels in the complete absence of that 
conscience which was always teasing and towsling and 
tormenting poor Pepys, after his indecorous excesses. 
In other respects the diaries oddly resemble each 
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other. Both are broken, frank, direct, almost inco- 
herent notes of the dajr’s intimate experiences, with- 
out any attempt at literary finish. Burr indeed taking 
pains to emphasize that he is merely making jotted 
memoranda for future use. Both show that singular 
and unexpected yet intensely human disposition, to 
disguise misdoing under a veil of polyglot shyness, 
and in both the use of foreign languages is as careless 
as it is chaotic. Only, a slight study of Burr is suffi- 
cient to convince one of the supreme genius of Pepys 
in the instinctive anal3rsis of his own soul. 

The strangest, most inexplicable thing about 
Burr’s Journal is that it was explicitly and solely in- 
tended for Theodosia’s reading. Biographers have 
tried to make out that she was to have an expurgated 
duplicate, but the evidence of the diary itself tends to 
disprove this assertion.®® The only possible way to 
explain the difficulty is to remember Burr’s extraor- 
dinary, childlike, Dumas-like candor, and the pecul- 
iar independence of Theodosia’s bringing up; but 
even so, the problem is troublesome enough. At any 
rate, the existence of the Journal shows what an im- 
mense place the daughter occupied in her father’s 
thought ; and it serves to remind us that during these 
terrible European years he had at least the vision of 
her and of an old age passed in her company. What 
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that company was, what an influence her intense 
fragility and beautiful, noble courage had on a nature 
so difficult to influence is obvious ever5where in the 
many letters she wrote him, letters which show a 
character subtler, stronger, more framed to fill a 
great place in the world than his. And yet, as so often 
happens, the very strength of the higher nature 
showed itself in an adoration of the lower which is 
almost overwhelming in its passionate ardor: “Often, 
after reflecting on this subject, you appear to me so 
superior, so elevated above all other men; I contem- 
plate you with such a strange mixture of humility, 
admiration, reverence, love, and pride, that very little 
superstition would be necessary to make me wor- 
ship you as a superior being; such enthusiasm does 
your character excite in me.”*^ The eternal trag- 
edy of deluded affection has no more pathetic vic- 
tims than Margaret Arnold and Theodosia Burr, and 
with what scorn they would both have resented the 
word! 

So, when Burr, in 1812, finally succeeded in slink- 
ing home from Europe, he had at least this affection 
and that of his grandchild to look forward to. Then 
the hope was blighted by sudden and overwhelming 
disaster. A few weeks after Burr landed in New 
York his grandchild died. TThis blow was serious 
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enough: it completely prostrated Theodosia. But 
at least she and her father could be together. On the 
last day but one of 1812 she sailed from Charleston 
for New York, and was never heard of again. 

It seemed as if life could hold no more wretched- 
ness. Even Burr’s serenity was shaken for a time, 
nnd he admitted in despair that he “felt severed from 
the human race.” Yet the wonderful elasticity of 
that wonderful spirit brought him up again, and for 
twenty-five years he lived on in New York, presum- 
ably very much the life that he had lived before. He 
was shunned by society and coldly regarded by other 
members of his profession; yet he practised law with 
the same old vital vigor and with notable success. 
His immense physical activity continued almost to 
the end ; and, in the main, the cheerfulness, the kindly 
interest in people about him, the endless faculty of 
finding and imparting amusement persisted, unim- 
paired. Also, his wild and unrestrained dealings with 
money increased, if possible. He was always hope- 
lessly in debt. He had found out long before that 
“this ‘giving’ is a very unprofitable business, and I 
have twenty times determined to quit it, yet am per- 
petually ‘seduced into the perpetration of it.’ ” He 
gave right and left, whenever he had anything to 
give, without discrimination and without regret, 
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And when he was seventy-seven, he married. The 
affair was as picturesque as everything else about 
him. The lady, Madame Jumel, who was rich and by 
no means young, had some natural hesitation. Burr 
laughingly told her that he would come on a certain 
day with a clergyman, prepared for business. The 
day came, and Burr, and the clergyman, the same 
who had married him to Theodosia fifty years be- 
fore. The lady yielded and the marriage took place. 
But, alas, the conjugal felicity lasted little longer than 
the wooing, and the wife soon left the husband to his 
old, congenial, discreditable solitude. 

There is little more to the strange story: paralysis 
shattering the body, but not great or grave enough 
to perturb the dauntless spirit, and the self-forgetful 
care of a woman who was willing to face slander and 
obloquy to ease the last days of her father’s old 
friend. On the fourteenth of September, 1836, Aaron 
Burr died. 

Apparently he had little fear of death, by steel, or 
bullet, or disease. When a lady was complaining to 
him that some miseiy would kill her, he said, “Well, 
die then, madame: we must all die; but, bless me, 
die game.” He died game. "When he was in Paris, 
he thought he had been poisoned, and remembered 
the fate of a friend, who “having taken a dose of 
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medicine, some time after drank a glass of cold water, 
and in an hour was dead. It seemed to me that I 
was about to follow his example; and, being in good 
company, and feeling no pain, there could not be a 
more charming occasion for an exit, I became very 
gay, and F. said I was never si aimable” In his 
last illness a reverend gentleman asked him as to his 
hope of salvation through Christ. He replied that “on 
that subject he was coy.” Is not the phrase admira- 
bly characteristic of the man, so that you feel sure 
you have his very words ? And is it not delicious ? He 
replied that on that subject he was coy. Should n’t 
you think he might have been? He had murdered his 
rival, conspired against his country, deserted his fol- 
lowers, robbed his friends, made a plaything of female 
virtue; and really one shudders to think where he 
must have gone to. Yet he had done it all in the most 
amiable spirit. “Revenge, you know,” he says, “is 
not in my nature.”®’' And he referred casually in 
company to his great adversary as “my friend Ham- 
ilton, whom I shot.” Wherever he went, it is diffi- 
cult to think of him as not enjoying himself, and one 
is constantly reminded of the charming remark of 
Fowler in “The Witty Fair One,” when he believes he 
is in hell: “If I be dead, I am in a world very like the 
other. I will get myself a female spirit to converse 
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withal, and kiss, and be merry, and imagine myself 
alive again.” 

Once more I recur to that inimitable sentence in the 
Senate speech: “On full investigation it will be dis- 
covered that there is scarce a departure from order 
but leads to or is indissolubly connected with a de- 
parture from morality.” It is said that Senators 
wept. I imagine the angels wept also. Fortunately 
not even the tears of angels can ever blot out that 
sentence. 



JOHN RANDOLPH OF ROANOKE 



CHRONOLOGY 


Born, Cawsons, Virginia, June 2, 1773. 

For a short time at Princeton and at Columbia Colleges. 
Elected to Congress, 1799. 

Attacked Yazoo claim, 1805. 

Separated from Jefferson and party, 1806. 

Fought Henry Clay, April 8, 1826, 

Mission to Russia, 1830. 

Died, Philadelphia, May 24, 1833. 
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I 

Of all this group of damaged souls John Randolph of 
Roanoke was in some respects the noblest; and for 
that very reason he seems the most pitifully and 
fatally damaged. A Virginian biographer calls him 
“ the most remarkable character that this country has 
ever produced.” ^ Professor Channing, more moder- 
ately, speaks of him as “one of the half dozen great- 
est men of his time.”® Even the critical Henry 
Adams, who bared Randolph’s faults so unmercifully, 
describes him in his earlier and better days as “a sort 
of Virginian Saint Michael, almost terrible in his con- 
tempt for what seemed to him base or untrue.” ® Yet 
the admirable endowments that earned this praise 
were blighted by defects of temper and nerves which 
made the man’s influence for good largely null. 

Randolph was born in 1773. He began his public 
life when little more than a boy, and from that time 
till his death at sixty he was always fighting some- 
thing. He opposed Adams the father in 1800, he op- 
posed Adams the son in 1825. Between these two, 
both in the House and during his brief term in the 
Senate, he opposed all parties, all movements, and 
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pretty much all men. In his long political career 
there were two conspicuous attempts at positive 
achievement: in 1805 he was manager of the Chase 
impeachment trial, which failed; in 1829 he accepted 
a special mission to Russia, remained there a few 
weeks, and received a year’s salary.^ But in the 
main he was a furious negative, nothing more. His 
private life is summed up by saying that he was al- 
ways opposed to his own best interests. It is a strik- 
ing thing that this man, whose soul was all oddity, 
should have grown up and passed his best years on 
an estate called Bizarre. What strange tricks Fate 
does play with us! 

A true portrait of Randolph must, alas, be in great 
part occupied with eccentricities and defects. But 
it is necessary to assert and emphasize the noble 
qualities which might have given him lasting glory, 
if he had not thrown them away. He had courage, he 
had magnificent, exhaustless energy and initiative, he 
had sincerity, he had honesty. The little adventure 
in Russia might seem to contradict this, though Sen- 
ator Bruce, in his excellent biography of Randolph, 
energetically defends his conduct in the matter.® In 
his last years financial pressure and thrift inclined 
Randolph to be careful of the dollars. But during his 
whole Life he branded and exposed political corrup- 
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tion and there is no reason to think that he would 
have succumbed to it. His patriotism was not all dec- 
lamation, but was founded on a genuine ardor and 
effort for the welfare of his country. 

His constructive statesmanship was never really 
tested and possibly did not exist. But he had a 
profound insight into the workings of American de- 
mocracy, shown in many sayings like this: “As to the 
body of the people, their intentions are always good, 
since it can never he their interest to do wrong,” * and in 
his urgent wish that the heads of cabinet depart- 
ments might be present in Congress.’^ 

He had a singular power of leading and controlling 
men. To be sure, this was accomplished more by fear 
than by love. He bullied his followers, quite as much 
as he charmed them. It would be hard to say whether 
his Virginian constituents more worshiped or de- 
tested him; and the House regarded him alternately 
with astonishment, dismay, delight, and disgust. 

This result was of course mainly obtained by his 
oratory. Take him all in all, he seems to have been 
the most startling and effective, if not the most edify- 
ing and influential speaker that American politics 
have known. His speeches had not weight, they had 
not substance. There was none of the solid massing 
of argument to a logical conclusion that distinguishes 
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the great political thinkers who have swayed the 
world. Indeed, as years went by, Randolph’s speak- 
ing drifted off into a flood of incoherent irrelevance, 
which he himself repeatedly recognized and apolo- 
gized for. He could not stick to the subject, did not 
try to, did not wish to. But even this irrelevant nat- 
ural ease seems to have added to the charm. There 
was a swift, keen penetration, a vivid lighting up of 
dark corners in motives and in souls, a terrible, in- 
tense emphasis on things that the cautious let alone, 
which made men listen, made them think, made them 
sometimes, perhaps, go away and live differently, 
even if the difference consisted in being as unlike as 
possible to the strange creature who had searched 
their hearts. “The interest of Randolph’s speeches,” 
said Josiah Quincy, “was that he simply exposed his 
intellect and let you see it at work.”* Now some 
orators dread such exposure, and some have not the 
intellect to expose. 

With these gifts and powers it is profoundly inter- 
esting to find out why Randolph accomplished so 
little. It was not for lack of ambition. He did indeed 
repeatedly disclaim the desire for office: he knew 
enough of himself to appreciate that it would not suit 
him. But the passion of his life was to dominate, to 
lead, to dictate, and his vehement advice to a young 
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friend reflected his own attitude: “Make to yourself 
an image, and, in defiance of the decalogue, worship 
it. Whether it be excellence in medicine or law, or po- 
litical eminence, determine not to relax your endeav- 
ors until you have attained it.” * 

Only, the higher and finer elements, which might 
have led to solid glory, were thwarted by the terrible 
defect of temper that soured ambition into dogmatic 
arrogance and petty vanity. With the keen insight 
that he applied to himself as well as to others Ran- 
dolph gauged his weakness and its effects: “I know 
neither how to conciliate the love nor to command 
the esteem of mankind; and like the officious ass in 
the fable, must bear the blows inflicted on my pre- 
sumption.”^® The temper in his case was not so 
much an inflammable anger, which burst out in self- 
forgetful fury, as a constant, irritable sensitiveness, 
which stung right and left, like wasps or scorpions, 
yet was always under the guidance of a fierce clear 
vision, planting the dart in the most vulnerable spot. 
It had something of the instinct of vindictive tor- 
ment which had come to him through Pocahontas 
from the Indian ancestors in whom he took such 
pride. 

It was indeed largely a matter of nerves, nerves 
strained and shattered by excess and neglect and 
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passion, the weakness of a body which was never 
prostrated by illness, yet never well. At one minute 
he would tell a visitor that he was dying and would 
take an affectionate farewell of him and of this world. 
A few hours later the visitor, riding homeward, would 
be passed by Randolph, in a fury of dust and speed; 
and with a shout that he was still “dying, dying,” he 
would hurry on to live with more violence than a 
dozen robuster men.” What wonder that such 
nerves, so treated, made him seem and act like “a 
man without a skin.”^* 

And the nerves, instead of being soothed and 
quieted, were stimulated by excitement and by alco- 
hol, until their riot at certain times approached defi- 
nite insanity.” Just how much the man drank is dif- 
ficult to determine. He himself often insists upon 
periods of almost total abstinence. Others emphasize 
a disgraceful excess, which, in later years especially, 
accounted for many of his worst eccentricities both in 
public and in private. At any rate, it is certain that 
he drank far too much for the good of a temperament 
like his. Curiously enough, the book that lay open, as 
if just read, upon his desk, at the time of his death was 
a thin duodecimo by one McNish, on Drunkenness.^* 

Worse even for such nerves as Randolph’s, worse 
for his fellows, if not for himself, than the intoxica- 
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tion of alcohol, was the intoxication of words. Such a 
tongue, stimulated by excitement, urged on by the 
whirling impetus of a passionate imagination, flew to 
incredible excesses of abuse. And what aggravated 
the matter was that clear coolness of brain I have in- 
dicated above, which could see that every poisonous 
word found the palpitating mark it was aimed at. 
The vision was even so steady that when an opponent 
lost his temper, it could make use of apology, of con- 
ciliation, of apparent humility, with the obvious re- 
sult of inflicting a deeper wound. And then again 
the tongue would lash out with that self-provoking 
fury which the fatal command of language is sure to 
arouse in nerves that have been strained beyond the 
power of control. 

The bitterness in words with Randolph was much; 
but it was greatly intensified by the bitterness 
of manner, a fierce, relentless, domineering, Indian 
savagery, which tormented its victim all the more 
when he seemed to cringe and cower. And the man- 
ner was rendered far more deadly by the singular 
appearance of the creature that achieved it. As a 
child, Randolph is said to have been beautiful.’^® But 
in manhood all the descriptions make him approach 
the grotesque. He was tall, he was thin, his body was 
short, his legs were immensely long, so that when he 
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rose to speak, he seemed to unfold in endless emaci- 
ated longitude. He distorted his features, he con- 
torted his limbs. His voice was high-pitched some- 
times almost to a shriek; yet he could modulate it so 
as to soothe and charm and even to entrance. But 
the two points that are most insisted on are the pierc- 
ing, withering, terrible brightness of his eyes and the 
ghostly, blighting use of his long, lean forefinger. 
For thirty years the House sat up and listened when 
this strange image of an inspired, windmill-smashing 
Quixote lectured or scourged it. With such a brain, 
and such a tongue, and such a searing eye and cruel 
finger, it will readily be seen that Randolph would 
have been a strange, conspicuous, and formidable 
figure in any governing assembly in the world. 

ii 

He certainly was so in the House of Representatives, 
and in that body substantially his whole career was 
one of conflict. It so happened that when he entered 
Congress the essentially Southern party, with which 
he identified himself, the Republican, was in bitter 
opposition to the Federalist rule under John Adams. 
Randolph was at once received as a brilliant party 
leader, and his singular oratorical powers gave him a 
prominent position on that side of the House. At his 
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age and with his connections, it seemed as if he was 
assured of a splendid future, perhaps of the highest 
office in the country. Then the Federalists fell in 
i8oi, and the Republicans, under Jefferson, had a 
chance to show what their principles amounted to. 
In Randolph’s view they amounted to little. For a 
time he endeavored honestly to support his chief, and 
showed what his capacity for useful parliamentary 
service might have been.^’^ Then, to use his own 
language, “I found I might co-operate, or be an 
honest man. I have therefore opposed and will op- 
pose them.” In other words, compromise, conces- 
sion, those mutual sacrifices of opinion by which alone 
constructive work can be done in the world, were dis- 
tasteful to him. He preferred to stand alone, to ac- 
cuse as dishonest and disloyal every one who disa- 
greed with him. He could get along with nothing and 
with nobody, and he had a superb faculty of saying 
so. The consequence was that he became a political 
vagrant, sometimes courted, more often dreaded, and 
in the end too frequently ridiculed, though rarely to 
his face. 

It would be difficult to find any statesman in his- 
tory who so habitually opposed large measures of 
public interest. It even seemed as if he preferred op- 
position to consistency, since he sometimes spoke and 
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voted against himself. He began by attacking the 
Federalist treaty with England, and his first cele- 
brated utterance is the toast “Damn George Wash- 
ington!” He attacked the standing army, and got 
into such hot water as might be expected by call- 
ing the regular troops mercenaries and ragamuffins. 
When Jefferson succeeded to power, Randolph sup- 
ported him so far as the acquisition of Louisiana; but 
when the purchase of Florida came, he broke with his 
party decidedly and in substance forever. 

He opposed war with England. He opposed the 
national bank because he feared it would commercial- 
ize the government and everybody connected with 
it. His attitude towards slavery was in the highest 
degree curious. He hated it in the abstract, regretted 
he had ever owned a slave,®® set all his own slaves free 
by will,®^ and denounced the slave-trade with his 
usual virulence.®® Yet so bitter were his hatred of the 
Yankee and his antipathy to the professed abolition 
ist that he became more and more identified with th( 
slave-holding party and perhaps did more to solidify 
the belligerent South than any one before Calhoun.®* 

Equally contradictory in appearance are his utter- 
ances in regard to the national government. He al- 
ways professed and no doubt felt a profound attach- 
ment to the Union. Yet he persistently and furiously 
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fought any attempt to increase the power and influ- 
ence of the Federal authority. The acquisition of new 
territory, the admission of new states, above all, large 
national works of public improvement and the en- 
thusiastic Americanism of Clay were hateful to him, 
and he never hesitated to say so. In other words, he 
lived and died an ardent advocate of State Rights, 
and those of us who still retain a vague affection for 
that somewhat battered relic of antiquity may find 
in his speeches many eloquent arguments which are 
quite as applicable to-day as they were then. At the 
same time, devoted Virginian though he was, he 
never hesitated to attack what seemed to him the de- 
plorable backslidings of Virginia.®^ In short, nothing 
was too dear or too sacred to feel the rough side of his 
critical tongue. Even religion did not escape. In 
youth disgust with Christianity made him wish to be 
a Mohammedan.®® In later years, though nominally 
orthodox, he was always ready to dilate upon his ab- 
horrence of prelatical pride and puritanical precise- 
ness.®* 

Perhaps the most striking example of his political 
prejudices was in regard to the Yazoo land claims. 
This corrupt transaction of the Georgia legislature is 
generally admitted to have been as reprehensible as 
it was complicated. But to Randolph’s vivid imagi- 
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nation it became a sort of m3rthical monster, a political 
dragon which he was divinely commissioned to slay. 
Its foul taint had infected every class of society and 
every branch of government. The very mention of 
the subject was enough to start him on one of the 
tirades which filled his friends with terror and even 
his enemies with admiration. Above all, the mere 
odd, hideous term, Yazoo, was a famous word for 
him to hiss and shriek and bellow with savage vehe- 
mence of blasting look and dooming finger at those 
whom he detested. 

For, ready as he was to attack measures, he was 
even readier to attack men, and the assault on meas- 
ures was often but the mask veiling a bitter and long- 
cherished personal grudge. It is said to have been his 
boast that he never forgave an enemy and never 
deserted a friend.®^ The latter statement may be 
open to question; but forgiveness was not Randolph’s 
strong point. In his odd spurts of religion he made an 
earnest endeavor for it, and as life went on, he culti- 
vated a milder feeling toward some of those whom he 
had hated most, “Indeed I wish well to all — I must 
except a few ‘caitiffs’ — and would do good to all, if 
it was in my power”; but the effort was desperate 
and the caitiffs, in his opinion, were many. Wlien he 
was a boy, he saw President Adams’s coachman snap 
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a whip over his brother: he never forgave John 
Adams.*® He admired and followed Jefferson at 
first. Later he called him “ Saint Thomas of Canting- 
bury,” an epithet apt enough to be intensely dis- 
agreeable. With Madison he had little tolerance or 
patience at any time, but fought him and abused him 
where he could. As long as Monroe could be made an 
instrument of this hatred, Randolph was friendly to 
Monroe. Later he opposed him like the others : eras 
and apostles of good feeling were not the sort of 
thing for Randolph. As for John Quincy Adams, cer- 
tain superficial elements of resemblance between them 
only made the fundamental opposition more marked 
and the feeling more bitter. “The cub,” said Ran- 
dolph “is a greater bear than the old one.” 

With all these very lofty personages there could 
hardly be any question of personal insult. With men 
of less note Randolph’s rudeness and brutality often 
went to atrocious lengths. He bullied and stormed, 
he taunted and scolded, and gained his ends simply 
because decent people were reluctant to employ his 
methods to retaliate. “Attacks upon the feelings and 
opinions of others were one of the means he adopted 
of maintaining his supremacy,” says a Southern biog- 
rapher. More or less legendary stories illustrate 
the feeling about him in Washington, like that re- 
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corded by Manasseh Cutler, who tells of Randolph’s 
outburst of resentment at a dinner party. After es- 
corting the ladies from the room, he “took a wine- 
glass filled, and dashed the wine into Alston’s eyes 
an d broke the glass to pieces over his head; after 
some bustle, he took up a gin-bottle and dashed it at 
him and left the room.” 

It would naturally be supposed that such perform- 
ances would have meant an endless succession of 
duels. Why they did not is a puzzle. Randolph’s 
physical courage is wholly beyond dispute. But nat- 
urally he had no desire to be shot, and he seems to 
have let his cool brain manage his quarrels with 
nicety and stop his irritable nerves just at the limit of 
provocation. His own opinion of the duel in the ab- 
stract was inclined to be condemnatory; but his 
attitude reminds one of the charming remark of Bar- 
bey d’Aurevilly, when an adversary taunted him 
with being restrained by religion: “Sir, I have always 
put my passions above my principles: I am at your 
orders.” In any case, Randolph was perpetually 
upon the verge of fighting. Combat seemed to be 
more or less imminent with Wilkinson, with Jeffer- 
son’s son-in-law, T. M. Randolph, with Eppes. But 
in all these instances disaster appears to have been 
averted by the beneficent virtue of an if. The most 
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curious case is the altercation with Daniel Webster. 
For some cause, or more likely for none, Randolph^ 
early in i8i6, sent a challenge. Webster simply 
crushed him, writing: “It is enough that I do not 
feel myself bound at aU times and under any circum- 
stances, to accept from any man, who shall choose to 
risk his own life, an invitation of this sort; although 
I shall always be prepared to repel in a suitable man- 
ner the aggression of any man who may presume upon 
such a refusal.” The odd thing is that, after the 
affair was patched up, Webster had the Olympian 
impertinence to write to Randolph requesting a copy 
of his own note, and odder still is the almost whee- 
dling courtesy with which Randolph sends it, and re- 
plies: “I now regret very much that I did not leave 
Georgetown with you this morning. I have just, 
dined where you breakfasted this morning with a 
most pleasant party.” This strange creature could 
caress and even flatter, when the mood took him. 

On only two occasions, so far as the records go, 
did Randolph actually appear in the dueling field, 
and on both his courage was unimpeachable. The 
first was an affair at college. The second was the 
historical duel in 1826 with Henry Clay, whom Ran- 
dolph had bracketed with President John Quincy 
Adams as a combination of blackleg and Puritan.®^ 
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Randolph’s conduct was characteristic. He solemnly 
assured his second beforehand that on no account 
would he fire at Clay. Then, on the ground, he in- 
timated that he might change his mind. Then his 
pistol went off too soon. Then, having received 
Clay’s fire through the white flannel wrapper, which 
he persisted in wearing — as Sainte-Beuve fought 
his only duel under an umbrella — he shook hands 
with his adversary with the utmost cordiality. And 
the delicious epilogue to the whole thing is furnished 
by Benton, who gives a detailed account of it It was 
about the last high-toned duel that I have wit- 
nessed, and among the highest-toned that I have ever 
witnessed.” 

Nor was it enough for Randolph to be at odds with 
the whole political world about him. He was perpetu- 
ally at odds with his own soul. In one of the many 
brilliant pages of his brilliant biography Henry 
Adams points out what a multiplicity of conflicts the 
man carried all the time within.^® He was a slave- 
holder and a lover of liberty. He was an aristocrat 
and a lover of democracy. He was an individualist 
and he worshiped the establishment of authority and 
power. Most fundamental of all, he was an intense 
conservative. It was “a great cardinal principle,” he 
declared, “that should govern all statesmen — never, 
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without the strongest necessity, to disturb that 
which was at rest.” And surely this is the essence 
of conservatism, to hate change, to love quiet, to seek 
repose. But repose was about as compatible with the 
soul of John Randolph as with the soul of Satan. 

So the incorrigible quarreler kept up a constant, 
exhausting, devouring quarrel, even with himself. 
And if it be true that conflict, both external and in- 
ternal, is the secret of tragedy, Randolph is one of 
the most truly tragic figures that the world has seen. 

Ill 

We have followed this perturbed spirit in the eccen- 
tric gyrations of its public activity. Its movements 
in the private and personal sphere, where it should 
have found distraction and relief, are not less interest- 
ing to investigate. Let us take first the external rela- 
tions and contacts with other human beings, then the 
varied and complex and subtle inner life. 

Randolph was a Virginian planter. He acquired by 
inheritance and purchase vast amounts of real estate. 
He had a great number of slaves and live-stock of all 
kinds. He raised tobacco and various other crops and 
his letters are full of allusion to agricultural doings. 
His business management seems to have been suf- 
ficiently practical and his bachelor housekeeping 
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simple but tidy. Yet he did not like the life. “My 
plantation affairs, always irksome, are now revolting,” 
he writes in 1814.^2 ^t any rate, they gave him a 
good deal to think of. When he was a boy, his mother 
said to him: “Keep your land, and your land will 
keep you.” The passion for keeping it grew to be 
almost a mania. Unfortunately land does not mean 
money. As Randolph’s acres increased, his cash di- 
minished. This embarrassed him, exasperated him, 
and in his later years drove him to what seemed like 
positive avarice, though no one could declaim more 
bitterly against the greed for money than he did.^* 
As to his slaves, his attitude is much what one 
would expect. He had a profound pity and even ten- 
derness for them in the abstract, did what he could 
for their comfort, and in some respects felt in their 
real affection a human intimacy that he discovered 
nowhere else: “in these poor slaves I have found my 
best and most faithful friends.”^’’ Yet he did not 
hesitate to bully them, to punish them severely, and 
with his irritable, jealous, and suspicious temper it 
was unavoidable that he should be constantly scold- 
ing them when he knew that he should be scolding 
himself, and accusing them of crimes that had oc- 
curred only in his own imagination. Listen to the 
strange yet characteristic harangue that he delivered 
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to them after his return from Russia: “After all my 
superior kindness, when I was in my feeble health, 
sent a minister to Russia, you all thought I would 
not live to return, and you and the overseers (damn 
you — God forgive me) wasted and stole all you 
could and came well nigh ruining me. But come 
back, and I will forgive; come back to God, and he 
will forgive.” 

As was natural in such surroundings, the man’s 
life was largely occupied with field sports. He liked 
to roam with his gun, to tire out thought, if he could 
not get rid of it. In his own pretty phrase, “Bodily 
motion seems to be some relief to mental uneasiness, 
and I was delighted yesterday morning to hear that 
the snipes are come.” Though he killed the wild 
creatures, he had a strange tenderness for them and 
with tears in his eyes told a friend of finding two little 
hares that had been hanged by the neck.** He loved 
his dogs and his horses and had quantities of them, 
liked to ride and drive the wildest of them at break- 
neck risk, and talked of them with affection on his 
deathbed. 

He was quick and keen at indoor sports also, 
played an excellent hand of whist, and was expert at 
chess. He himself ironically declared that the hatred 
which he imagined that Jefferson entertained for him 
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originated in a lost game of chess. Perhaps there 
were other more substantial causes. But indoor games 
meant contact and conflict with other human beings, 
and in all these social relations Randolph’s peculiari- 
ties at once asserted themselves. His terrible, bitter 
tongue would not be controlled and its savage out- 
bursts were as embarrassing for the spectators as they 
were painful for the victims. Take one little scene, 
recounted by Ticknor, the tilt with the Abbe Correa, 
who had expressed some surprise that he had not 
found more Virginian gentlemen residing in luxury 
on their plantations. “Perhaps, Mr. Correa,” said 
Randolph, “your acquaintance was not so much 
with that class of persons.” Correa, who was nat- 
urally courteous, answered: “Perhaps not; the next 
time I will go down upon the Roanoke, and I will 
visit Mr. Randolph and his friends.” Then came the 
Randolph retort: “In my part of the countiy, gen- 
tlemen commonly wait to be invited before they make 
visits.” Correa delayed a moment, till every one was 
listening, then observed quietly: “Said I not well of 
the gentlemen of Virginia?” 

And these eccentricities of temper were accentu- 
ated by oddities of dress and manner, as well as by 
the inborn oddity of appearance, which tended to 
make the man ridiculed when he was not disliked. 
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His behavior at the Russian Imperial Court gave rise 
to many, perhaps mythical,®^ legends not creditable 
to his country or himself. Curiously enough in Eng- 
land he was popular. For one thing, his aristocratic 
instinct delighted in the society of peers and peeresses. 
And then, as Irving points out, he was one of the first 
Americans to profit by the fact that “in high life 
here they are always eager after everything strange 
and peculiar.” As Trinculo justly remarks, “Were 
I in England now . . . there would this monster make 
a man. Any strange beast there makes a man.” 

Still, it must be confessed that if Randolph’s social 
surface was odd and repellent, he had some qualities 
that always succeed. He had wide knowledge of the 
world and a keen insight to profit by that knowledge. 
He had a rich and varied vocabulary and a ready and 
vivid wit. He seems to have been most successfid 
when he had the talk to himself, and Irving tells us 
that at a dinner with Sidney Smith and other Lon- 
don wits Randolph did not shine. ®* He confessed this 
weakness, with the candor which is one of his chief 
charms, when he said to Josiah Quincy, “As the son 
of a valued friend of mine, it has given me great 
pleasure to talk with you. I mean to talk to you, for 
I have given you no chance to say five words this 
evening.” But when you let him have his way and 
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listened respectfully, you were bound to be so de- 
lighted and instructed that the hours slipped by un- 
noticed. 

And one other attractive trait is recorded of him in 
social intimacy; ^‘When oIotu with a friend he would 
not only bear with patience, but would invite a full 
expression of his friend’s opinion on his conduct, or 
acts and sentiments, on any subject, either private 
or public.” Unfortunately the list of friends with 
whom this trait might be manifested was shifting 
and variable. I have already quoted Randolph’s re- 
mark that he never lost a friend. But somehow, al- 
though at different times he had numerous close as- 
sociates, they all drifted away from him. Dr. Brock- 
enborough seems to have held his attachment to the 
last. But men in general, however well disposed, 
found continued intimacy with him difficult. Yet he 
himself declared, perhaps with truth, that he had a 
passionate desire for affection. “The necessity of 
‘loving and being beloved,’ was never felt by the 
imaginary beings of Rousseau and Byron’s creation 
more imperiously than by myself.” Only, he was 
too prone to blame others for not responding to such 
affection, when it was his own peculiar mental twist 
that made the response impossible. “The world has 
used me so ill,”^ he writes to a young relative, 
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“ — yet why blame the world ? Those from whom I 
had a right to expect a very different conduct, have 
betrayed such shameless selfishness, so bare-faced a 
disregard of my feelings, and of my rights, that, but 
for you, I should sink into inveterate misanthropy.” ” 
My rights is italicised by the man himself : pity that so 
often undue emphasis upon our rights should account 
amply for a world of imagined wrongs. 

And woman delighted him not neither, though by 
your smiling you seem to say so. His rule appears to 
have been the excellent one of the “Inaitation”: “be 
not a friend to any one woman, but recommend all 
good women in general to God.” He spoke well of the 
sex at large and praised their social influence, at the 
same time deprecating an3rthing that interfered with 
their duties in the nursery and by the fireside.®® But 
his general abstinence from intimate relations with 
women agrees with a well-attested physical disabil- 
ity, which might be connected with many of his 
eccentricities. One obscure yet passionate love affair 
seems indeed to have cast a haunting shadow over his 
whole life. The attachment was returned and its in- 
tensity is well indicated in Randolph’s own words: 
“My apathy is not natural, but superinduced. There 
was a volcano under my ice, but it is burnt out, and a 
face of desolation has come on, not to be rectified in 
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ages, could my life be prolonged to a patriarchal lon- 
gevity.”®^ Again, he speaks with startling energy 
of “one I loved better than my own soul, or him that 
created it.” A marriage was arranged, but the de- 
tails are mysterious, not to say mythical, and no au- 
thentic explanation of the final rupture is available.®® 
It might at least have been hoped that one so 
humanly isolated would have had members of his 
family about him to alleviate the hostility or indiffer- 
ence of the world. But it was not so. Randolph him- 
self gives a highly colored picture of the situation; 
“My dear child, when I look back upon the past, the 
eventful history of my race and name (now fast verg- 
ing towards extinction) presents a tragedy that far 
outstrips in improbability and rivals in horror all 
dramatic or romantic fiction.” ®^ But the facts were 
highly colored enough. His father died young. His 
mother married again and then died young enough 
for her son to worship her memory. But he quarreled 
bitterly with his stepfather over money and this 
more or less estranged him from his half-brothers. 
His own brother, whom he adored, died early. Ran- 
dolph promptly quarreled with the brother’s widow 
and had a bitter feud with her sister, who was in- 
volved in an atrocious family scandal.*® Of the two 
nephews, who were his only hope for perpetuating his 
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infinite pride of race, one was deaf and dumb and 
finally imbecile, and the other died of consumption at 
an early age. The letters addressed to his niece 
Elizabeth are full of a charming tenderness,®® but no 
young girl could have entered very deeply into Ran- 
dolph’s later life. A relative named Dudley was for 
many years an object of generosity, devotion, and 
solicitude, and again of insane caprice. ®’^ But later he 
also sinks from view, and Randolph’s deathbed was 
surrounded by none but slaves and strangers. His 
spirit of melancholy prophecy seems hardly to have 
exaggerated when at the time of the Clay duel he de- 
clared, on refusing to fire at his adversary because of 
his wife and children: “Their tears would be shed 
over his grave ; but when the sod of Virginia rests on 
my bosom, there is not in this wide world one indi- 
vidual to pay this tribute upon mine.”®® 

IV 

So the tortured soul got little comfort out of human- 
ity. Did it get more out of itself? Unquestionably it 
was rich in spiritual resources, in those possibilities of 
diversion or distraction which are the most reliable 
and satisfactory because they are the most within 
our power, — provided only we have the wisdom and 
the self-command to make use of them.' Randolph 
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was keenly alive to artistic beauty. When he was in 
England, he delighted in painting and tells us, with 
his characteristic vanity, that “I astonished some of 
their connoisseurs as much by the facility with which 
I pointed out the hand of a particular master, without 
reference to the catalogue ... as by my exact knowl- 
edge of the geography, topography, and statistics of 
the country.”®* Especially he enjoyed music, and 
might have made it a mighty instrument of spiritual 
relaxation. But here again the old wilful, aristocratic 
perversity stepped in, and he would not condescend 
to cultivate his gifts: “This is owing in a great meas- 
ure to the low estimate that I saw the fiddling, piping 
gently held in when I was young.” 

In the same way, he was an immense reader, 
from his childhood made himself roughly conversant 
with the great writers of the world. He was critical, 
discriminating, nicely insistent upon fine points of 
correctness, and when he was mortally ill he repri- 
manded a friend who was reading to him for a mis- 
pronunciation.^^ Yet his reading and his thinking 
were disorderly, irrelevant, incoherent. He would 
have scorned to set himself with system to any schol- 
arly task, and in consequence he was accustomed to 
refer to himself, of course with gross injustice, as “an 
ignorant man.” The poets he always loved and 
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often quoted ; but is it not characteristic that his fa- 
vorite Shakespearean plays were Lear and Timon^ 
The study of Randolph’s religion is as curious as 
that of his intelligence. In his youth he inclined to in- 
fidelity; but this was more a matter of emotional re- 
bellion than of profound thought, and he soon re- 
turned, at least nominally, to the religion that his 
mother taught him. For a period of years he even 
took the matter with intense seriousness, and for a 
much briefer period he thought himself converted 
and saw some spiritual light. Just how far this af- 
fected his conduct is another question, though he is 
said to have sensibly reduced the profanity of his 
language. But even at this time his religion appears 
to have brought him neither comfort nor serenity; 
and for the most part it added only another agitation 
to that turbulpnt temper which could never be still. 
Sometimes he doubted as to the essential truth. 
Sometimes, even granting salvation by the truth, he 
doubted whether it could ever be for him. “I fear 
that I mistake a sense of my sins for true repentance, 
and that I sometimes presume upon the mercy of 
God. Again, it appears incredible that one so con- 
trite as I sometimes know myself to be, should be re- 
jected entirely by infinite mercy.” In his agony 
he seemed to feel something of the strange distress 
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which afflicted the poet Cowper, when he was per- 
suaded that the blessing of the Almighty had aban- 
doned him forever: “There are times . . . when the 
chaos of my mind can be compared with nothing but 
the state that poor Cowper was in before he found 
peace.” 

So, in spite of beauty and books and even God, 
Randolph’s prevailing spiritual tone was one of grief 
and wretchedness. Our friends the psychoanalysts 
may apply their theories to account for this: there 
can be no dispute as to the fact. The man has start- 
lingly vivid and telling ways of expressing his mental 
state. “I often mount my horse and sit upon him ten 
or fifteen minutes, wishing to go somewhere but not 
knowing where to ride, for I would escape anywhere 
from the incubus that weighs me down, body and 
soul; but the fiend follows me ‘ex croupa.’ You can 
have no conception of the intenseness of this wretch- 
edness, which in its effect on my mind I can com' 
pare to nothing but that of a lump of ice on the pulse 
of the wrist, which I have tried when a boy.” And 
again, “My good friend, I can’t convey to you — 
language can’t express — the thousandth part of the 
misery I feel.” ” 

It is clear that such a condition of nerves and 
spirits must have been intimately connected with the 
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wear and tear of indigestion and other physical weak- 
ness. Randolph repeatedly goes into a technical dis- 
cussion of his ailments, which is curious, and some- 
times wearisome. The intense excitement of some of 
his pursuits necessarily reacted into a correspond- 
ingly intense depression, and the resort to alcohol, 
and in later years to morphine, obviously did not 
help. 

The wretchedness and despair were further ag- 
gravated by the solitude in which he lived. From 
his few months of busy interest in Washington he 
would pass to the utter isolation of his Roanoke 
home. Nature was about him and in a manner he 
loved it. But there was too much of it. The deep 
forests, the vast meadows, the sluggish streams over- 
clouded his soul and made its shadows deeper. He 
knew the defect, he saw the danger; yet, as such 
minds do, he sought it all the more. “The darkness 
of my hours, so far from having passed away, has 
thickened into the deepest gloom. I try not to think, 
by moulding my mind upon the thoughts of others ; 
but to little purpose- Have you ever read Zimmer- 
man on Solitude ? I do not mean the popular cheap 
book under that title, but another, in which solitude 
is considered with respect to its dangerous influence 
upon the mind and the heart.” And he knew well 
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that the material solitude was nothing to the pro- 
founder spiritual solitude which he himself had 
created: “I feel that in this world I am alone — 
that all my efforts (ill-judged and misdirected I am 
w illin g to allow they must have been) have proved 
abortive. What remains of my life must be spent in 
a cold and heartless intercourse with mankind, com- 
pared with which the solitude of Robinson Crusoe 
was bliss. I have no longer a friend.” ” 

He had lost his faith in his fellow men. He had 
asked too much of life, and because it could not give 
him all he asked, he condemned it entirely. As with 
so many noble natures, his ideal of friendship and of 
human conduct generally was too high. When men 
came short of it, he could see no good in them at all. 
The bitterness of his misanthropy approaches that of 
Timon: “For three days past, I have rode out, and 
people who would not care one groat, if I died to- 
night — are glad that I am so much better, &c., &c., 
with all that wretched grimace that grown-up makers 
of faces call, and believe to be, politeness, good-breed- 
ing, &c. I had rather see the children or monkeys mow 
and chatter.” ®® 

He had lost his faith in the world, in its present, in 
its future. His innate conservatism made him imag- 
ine some good in the past. But the times he was 
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obliged to live in were bad, and he could see no hope 
of their improving. “Let us not disguise the fact, sir, 
we think we are living in the better times of the Re- 
public. We deceive ourselves; we are almost in the 
days of Sylla and Marius: yes, we have almost got 
down to the time of Jugurtha.” For a confirmed 
idealist, whose dreams were of perfection, who would 
not be satisfied with less than heaven, if even with 
that, the mingled world we live in was horror and 
anathema: “I am more and more convinced that, 
with a few exceptions, this world of ours is a vast 
madhouse. The only men I ever knew well, ever 
approached closely, whom I did not discover to be 
unhappy, are sincere believers of the Gospel, and con- 
form their lives, as far as the nature of man will per- 
mit, to its precepts. There are only three of them.” ** 
It will be seen that in many aspects of this brooding 
despair Randolph suggests the great European ro- 
mantics, Rousseau, B3rron, Obermann, Leopardi; and 
in his power of expressing his spiritual state he is not 
altogether unworthy to be compared with them. He 
has their egotistical tendency to regard himself as 
distinct, peculiar, set apart from the common herd. 
He has their disposition to hint at mystery in his own 
life, some strange, secret, unutterable cause of grief, 

M, 

which cannot be escaped or shaken off. It mi^t be 
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remorse, it might be love, it might be the incapacity 
of loving. We are only to understand that it is some- 
thing obscure and terrible. Agam, Randolph is like 
the romantics in his lack of humor. He takes himself 
with constant seriousness and would have us take 
hitn so, does not get those glimpses of his own comic 
insignificance in the face of eternity which save a 
temper like Lamb’s from utter despair. 

What differentiates Randolph from the European 
group is his partial, and for the time intense, preoccu- 
pation with active life. He emerged from his solitude 
and played a fiercely busy part in the affairs of men, 
as if the world were worth saving, as if human hearts 
were worth loving, as if his keen and powerful intelli- 
gence were created to be really useful and not self- 
destructive. Then he withdrew again, and the cloud 
descended upon him, blacker and more blighting 
than ever. It was not only that life was hideous, im- 
moral, and altogether unworthy: it was far worse, it 
was empty. “I can no longer imagine any state of 
things under which I should not be wretched. I mean 
a possible state. I am unable to enter into the con- 
ceptions and views of those around me. They talk to 
me of grave matters, and I see children blowing 
bubbles.” « 

In short, we have one more example of a rich and 
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powerful and much endowed spirit endlessly and use- 
lessly tormenting itself. The man had every external 
means to happiness: wealth, social position, early 
glory, almost unlimited prestige. They were all 
soured, embittered, and turned to poison by lack of 
control over the inner world. And the interest of the 
case is greatly heightened by his own perfect com- 
prehension and clear exposition of it. Again and 
again he enjoins upon others to avoid the abyss into 
which he has fallen. “Struggle against desponding 
and low spirits, and endeavor to cultivate and to 
cherish a cheerful, or, at least, a serene, habit of mind. 
This is more in our power than we are in general aware 
of : especially in early life.” Alas, the knowledge 
had come too late for him to make use of it ; the clear 
vision might profit others, it could not profit himself. 
“We have all two educations; one we have given to 
us — the other we give ourselves; and after a certain 
time of life, when the character has taken its ply, it 
is idle to attempt to change it.” 

The concluding lines of Landor’s admirable dia- 
logue between Rousseau and Malesherbes apply for- 
cibly to Randolph, and, alas, to how many others. 
Malesherbes says, “It is as much at your arbitra- 
tion on what theme you shall meditate, as in what 
meadow you shall botanize ; and you have as much at 
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your option the choice of your thoughts, as of the 
keys in your harpsichord/’ To which Rousseau ob- 
jects, “If this were true, who could be unhappy?” 
And the answer is: “Those of whom it is not true. 
Those who from want of practice cannot manage their 
thoughts, who have few to select from, and who, be- 
cause of their sloth or of their weakness, do not roll 
away the heaviest from before them.” 
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CHRONOLOGY 


Bom, Torrington, Litchfield County, Connecticut, May 9, i8oa 
Married Dianthe Lusk, June 21, 1820. 

Various business ventures and migrations, 1820-1855. 

Wife died, August 10, 1832. 

Married Mary Anne Day, 1833. 

Arrived in Kansas, October, 1855. 

Pottawatomie murders, May 24, 1856. 

Chatham Convention, ApriL-M ay, 1858. 

Carried slaves to Canada, February-March, 1859- 
Established at Kennedy Farm, July, 1859. 

Raid began, October 16, 1859. 

Captured, October 18, 1859. 

Sentenced, November 2, 1859. 

Executed, Charlestown, Virginia, December 2, 1859. 






VI 

JOHN BROWN 


I 

It is always profoundly interesting to study a con- 
troversy where there is right on both sides, though 
neither can see the right in the other. In the Ameri- 
can Civil War the South, with however little fault of 
its own, was oppressed, smothered by the hideous 
burden of slavery. On the other hand, it was con- 
tending for the original principle of state vitality, the 
most important element in our Constitution, and one 
steadily undennined by Federal encroachment and 
above all by the War. 

Up to i86i the most intense complication of these 
contending principles was in Kansas. There right and 
wrong fought their battle with furious bitterness and 
with a heat of wrath and recrimination which is as 
pitiful as it is fascinating to behold. And into this 
thick and bushy tangle of motives and passions John 
Brown hewed unhesitatingly with the fierce and cruel 
axe of his unfaltering will. But, as it happens. Brown 
himself is as complex a puzzle as Kansas, and friends 
and enemies have tom his memory to pieces in the 
effort to make him out devil or saint; whereas he was 
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neither, but a human being, with immense aspira- 
tions and hopes and struggles, like you or me. In any 
case, he was perhaps the most curious American ex- 
ample of the intensity of fanatical enthusiasm, and as 
such the analysis of his soul, with its damage and its 
glory, has a profound and absorbing interest. 

Before beginning such analysis, however, we must 
have a brief summary of his remarkable career, avoid- 
ing controversy as much as is possible, where many 
facts and almost all motives are subject to contest. In 
making such a summary, we must first acknowledge 
indebtedness to the admirable biography of Mr. Vil- 
lard, whose thoroughness of research is equaled only by 
his obvious desire to be fair to all parties and all men. 

Brown was born in Connecticut in 1800. His par- 
ents were of English and Dutch stock and his stub- 
bonmess through life did not belie his heredity. He 
had a severe and sternly nurtured youth, growing up 
with the Bible in one hand and the plough in the other. 
In later life he wrote a brief autobiography, which de- 
picts the struggles of his youth in the terse, tense, 
rude English he always used. All through it you can 
see the earnest, passionate, obstinate boy, with his 
soul set on one object, all the more furiously when he 
found himself balked. 

The boy was married when a boy, chased fortune in 
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strange fashion all over the country, as a tanner, as a 
surveyor, as a cattle-breeder, as a wool-merchant, 
and never once caught her. He had and bred and lost 
children, lost his wife, married another and had more 
children, illimitably. How he fed them all is a puzzle. 
But their feeding was simple, and their lives were 
simple, and their souls were simple, like his, if all 
souls were not so bewilderingly complex. Through 
these financial struggles it comes out increasingly 
evident that Brown was not a good man of business, 
though often shrewd and practical, as in his skilful 
classification of wools. His temperament was spec- 
ulative, fed on high hopes, if little else. He worked 
with borrowed capital, his schemes failed, and he 
came to grief, like many others. Most of us believe 
that he was fundamentally honest. But some do not. 
It may be well to quote here the most scathing piece 
of abuse that I have met with, as an antidote to 
much that will come later: “I knew the old scoundrel 
long before the war; long before Kansas was known; 
long before abolition had many advocates. He tried 
to blow up his mother-in-law with powder; he was 
guilty of every meanness. He involved his father at 
one time in ruin, and everybody else he had anything 
to do with.” ^ So do the saints and martyrs appear 
to those who have suffered by them. 
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But if the practical world rejected Brown and mis- 
understood him, the unpractical had its revenge in 
yielding him immortal glory. He gave his life with 
mad abandonment to the American negro and that 
sacrifice raised him on a pedestal no envy and no 
detraction will ever throw down. Just when Brown s 
devotion to the abolition cause began cannot be defi- 
nitely settled. In later years he and his family placed 
it very early. Mr. H. P. W^ilson, who has dissected 
Brown’s soul with searching and ingenious cruelty, 
but I think with utter misapprehension, believes that 
this early origin was invented,® and that Brown’s 
anti-slavery enthusiasm was merely a hypocritical 
mask, to conceal the old greed for gain which had 
been in so many ways disappointed. I do not see how 
any one who has studied Brown’s life and letters with 
care can question his sincerity for a moment, and I 
believe, after a consideration of all the evidence, 
that the passion for freeing the slaves was early com 
ceived and grew and broadened with years until, when 
he was nearly sixty years old, it broke out in the wild 
adventures of Kansas and Harper’s Ferry. 

Several of Brown’s sons went to Kansas in 1854 
and 1855. They were led in part, no doubt, by the 
enthusiasm of the free-soil movement, largely also by 
the instinct of adventure and of seeking fortune undey 
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new conditions. Their father was interested in their 
project from the first. He heard of the violence and 
aggression of the pro-slavery men, who were throng- 
ing into the territory from Missouri, left his wife and 
other children at his farm in North Elba, New York, 
and made his way to Kansas, well-armed, eager to 
help his sons, and passionately curious to see what 
would turn up. When he arrived, the struggle be- 
tween the political parties was violently under way. 
Accounts vary as to the prominence of his earlier part 
in it. He was never a man to work with others, much 
less under them. He could contend, command, con- 
trol: he could not obey. At any rate, he was in- 
timately involved in the furious complications of the 
end of 1855 and the beginning of 1856, and his antip- 
athy to the advocates of slavery increased in bitter- 
ness, if it could. There was wrath and recrimination 
everywhere, some unwarranted violence, and a luxury 
of threats, meaning much or little, but all serving to 
foment hatred. Brown made up his mind that a cruel 
example was needed. In May, 1856, he and a party of 
his followers took by night five pro-slavery men from 
among their Pottawatomie neighbors, men of bad 
character but not more criminal than others, and 
butchered them, literally hacked them to pieces with 
cutlasses. Brown always insisted, in a fashion ap- 
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preaching duplicity, that he had no actual hand in the 
deed; but the whole responsibility was his. In any 
case, it was a bloody, brutal murder, and quite with- 
out immediate excuse. Brown’s admirers declare that 
it saved Kansas to freedom. Less prejudiced histor- 
ians believe that it did more harm than good. 

Brown’s course in the West after Pottawatomie was 
much what it had been before. He was engaged in 
several so-called battles, with a few men on each side, 
and behaved always with absolute intrepidity and 
sometimes with shrewdness. Mr. Wilson insists that 
his chief motive was plunder. There was plenty of 
disreputable plundering on both sides, horse-stealing 
in particular. But there can be no serious doubt that 
Brown regarded it all as a worthy despoiling of the 
Egyptians and intended religiously to devote all 
profit to the advancement of the cause. 

In the autumn of 1856 Brown left Kansas. The year 
1857 he spent in the Middle West and East, gathering 
funds and arousing enthusiasm in various societies and 
individuals, with the ostensible purpose of aiding in 
the Kansas struggle, but with at any rate some further 
and deeper plans for a more central attack upon the 
strongholds of slavery. In the summer of 1858 he re- 
turned to Kansas, where conditions were again acute, 
made a raid into Missouri, captured a considerable 
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number of slaves, and, after a journey full of pictur- 
esque vicissitudes, carried them triumphantly to 
Canada where the British flag ensured their perma- 
nent freedom. John Brown never entered Kansas 
again. 


II 

As there is endless controversy over the date of 
Brown’s first interest in slavery, so historians dispute 
over his conception of the Harper’s Ferry adventure. 
If the conversation recorded by Frederick Douglass 
as having taken place in 1847 is to be accepted ® — 
and I think it must be in substance — Brown was at 
that time brooding over the details of some such 
scheme as he afterwards attempted to carry out. He 
explained to Douglass this plan for subsisting an 
army of whites and blacks in the mountain fastnesses 
and so gradually undermining the whole slave power. 
In 1849 he made a brief trip to Europe for business 
objects and he appears to have attempted a more or 
less extensive study of battles and battle-fields with a 
military purpose in mind. For, though he was pro- 
foundly religious and by profession a hater of war, 
like many another such he was a born fighter, and rel- 
ished nothing more than to have God put a scourge 
into his hands to lash the devil. 
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His daughter testifies explicitly that he told her of 
his Harper’s Ferry plan before he first went to Kan- 
sas.* In the interval between his two Kansas visits 
the general outline of the scheme was certainly made 
more or less plain to some of his Eastern supporters. 
And in May, 1858, took place in Chatham, Canada, 
that singular convention of a few whites and a larger 
number of negroes, which adopted the still more sin- 
gular Provisional Constitution,® Brown’s elaborate 
device for governing the nation within a nation that 
was to be established by the gradual freeing of the 
Southern slaves. This instrument, with its lofty tone 
and its complicated discrimination of executive, legis- 
lature, judiciary, etc., seems like a Utopian parody of 
the Constitution of the United States, developed by 
a slow, thorough, narrow, limited intellect possessed 
and obsessed by one idea, and such was assuredly 
Brown’s. 

Any hope the inventor of this system may have 
had of putting it immediately into practice was 
thwarted by the defection of the restless, unreliable 
adventurer Forbes, who, after being more trusted bj 
his leader than was any one else, deserted the cause 
and made perilous revelations as to the methods. 
Brown was obliged to defer action for a year; but his 
patience was as indomitable as his energy. “Young 
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men must learn to wait. Patience is the hardest les- 
son to leam. I have waited for twenty years to ac- 
complish my purpose.” * 

At last in the summer of 1859 Brown settled him- 
self and his little band of followers at the Kennedy 
Farm in Maryland, about five miles from Harper’s 
Ferry. The followers were a somewhat heterogeneous 
collection. They were by no means all religious men. 
Perhaps they had not all been virtuous men. They 
were hardy, vigorous young fellows, ready to risk 
anything and go anywhere. Most, if not all, of them, 
had a superstitious horror of slavery. And every one 
of them adored the old man and was willing to die 
for him. Just what plan of campaign Brown had 
adopted, if any definite, will never be known. His 
friends and his enemies have ingeniously supplied him 
with several and supported them with what they 
think are conclusive arguments. But the arguments 
are as different as the conclusions and none is con- 
vincing. Somehow or other Brown hoped to gather 
a nucleus of slaves and whites whose determined 
action in seizing Harper’s Ferry would finally lead 
to the liberation of every Southern negro. But the 
method of accomplishing this iS’ obscure, and!{we are 
obliged largely to fall back upon Brown’s trust, in the 
guidance of God. On the one hand we are told by 
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Salmon Brown that “Father had a peculiarity of in- 
sisting on order. I felt that at Harper’s Ferry this 
very thing would be likely to trap him. He would in- 
sist on getting everything arranged just to suit him 
before he would consent to make a move.” On the 
other hand, we have Brown’s own impressive saying: 
“It is an invariable rule with me to be governed by 
circumstances; or in other words not to do anything 
while I do not know what to do.” ® No doubt these 
two positions may be reconciled, but they do not 
make our puzzle much clearer. 

At any rate, the conspirators, about twenty in all, 
lurked at the Kennedy Farm till the middle of Oc- 
tober, slowly accumulating arms and supplies and 
keeping themselves marvelously hidden from the 
neighbors’ curiosity. Then, on the evening of Sun- 
day, October i6th. Brown marched out, at the head 
of a petty band of adventurers, to challenge deliber- 
ately a great nation by assaulting its officers and 
seizing its property. The complicated evolutions of 
Sunday night and Monday need not be traced in de- 
tail. By Monday night not only the town of Harper’s 
Ferry but the State of Virginia and the whole country 
had been aroused and had grasped, at least vaguely, 
the enormous effrontery of Brown’s undertaking. 
Various peaceful citizens had been killed as well as 
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several of Brown’s followers. He himself, after get- 
ting possession of the different government buildings 
and picking up from the surrounding country a num- 
ber of slaves and also a number of slaveholders as 
hostages, among whom was a member of the family of 
Washington, was forced to take refuge, with the re- 
mains of his band and his prisoners, in the engine- 
house, and continued there till Tuesday morning. 
But in the dull gray October dawn a detachment of 
United States Marines, under Colonel Robert E. Lee, 
broke in the doors, liberated the prisoners, and killed 
or captured all of the defenders. Brown was cut down 
fighting and received several waunds, which were at 
first thought to be dangerous, but which afterwards 
proved to be comparatively unimportant. 

Virginia and the whole South were naturally infuri- 
ated. Brown was speedily tried on various charges 
and sentenced to be hanged. His Northern friends 
complained of indecent haste in the proceedings, but 
later historians agree that on the whole the affair was 
conducted with as much consideration as could have 
been expected. Brown bore himself through it all 
with the admirable dignity that he had shown from 
the first moment of his capture. Indeed the tes- 
timony of his captors and interrogators to his com- 
posure and clear-headedness is as impressive as that 
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of his prisoners to his courage and thoughtful hu- 
manity. 

During the long weeks of his imprisonment the 
condemned traitor showed an unfailing self-posses- 
sion. He discouraged all attempts at escape and 
urged upon his friends that as a martyr to the cause 
he would serve it more substantially than by any 
further living effort. He corresponded widely, and 
his numerous letters, with their poignant directness 
and incontrovertible sincerity, afford the best evi- 
dence of the great qualities of his character. 

On the second of December, 1859, John Brown 
was hanged at Charlestown, Virginia. Great military 
preparations were made to ensure a peaceful execu- 
tion of the sentence and it was carried out with every 
detail of decorum and decency, except that a painful 
delay at the last moment prolonged the prisoner’s 
suspense. Brown’s bearing was perfect, his courage 
and calmness without flaw. There were no heroics, no 
rhetoric. He took an affectionate leave of his com- 
panions in arms and gave them each a quarter of a 
dollar, saying that he should have no further use for 
money.* Of an equally touching simplicity were his 
words, as he was driven to the gallows: “This is a 
beautiful country. I never had the pleasure of seeing 
it before,”^® and the phrase seems somehow to give a 
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startling insight into the vivid and intense perception 
of a man who is opening his eyes upon the other 
world. A few hours later the eyes were closed to this, 
and John Brown had become a strange, great legend- 
ary figure in the complicated progress of humanity. 

Ill 

So died a typical incarnation of ideal, or fanatical, 
enthusiasm, a man absolutely convinced of the truth 
and justice of his own ideas of right and wrong, in 
certain points at any rate, and determined to impose 
them upon the world, by persuasion if possible, if not, 
by bloodshed, agony, and slaughter. He was a theo- 
rist, a reasoner, all the more rigorous in his theories 
because their scope was limited and their range narrow. 
You can see the rigor in the face, especially before it 
was bearded, in the set mouth, the cavernous eyes, 
the sturdy chin, the drawn brows and square fore- 
head. There was a tremendous, indomitable stub- 
bornness in the man. “Let the grand reason, that 
one course is right and another wrong, be kept contin- 
ually before your own mind.” He kept it always 
before his and walked straight on, no matter whom 
his footsteps shattered. 

To minds of a different type, reflective, curious, 
analytical, there is endless interest in studying such 
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a temperament, in weighing the good and evil of its 
working in the world, good and evil to itself, good 
and evil to the vast body of its fellow beings. Let us 
trace out some of the ramifications of this, as illus- 
trated in the case of Brown. 

First as to the evil, and the evil to the world at 
large. Such natures are intolerant, from their point 
of view they have the right to be so. They know what 
should be done and what should not. Paltry excuses, 
quibbling reserves, charitable allowances, what are 
they but devices of the Evil One, cunningly assorted 
to obscure the real issue between heaven and hell.? 
“I believe in the Golden Rule and, the Declaration 
of Independence,” said Brown, “I think they both 
mean the same thing; and it is better that a whole 
generation should pass off the face of the earth 
men, women, and children — by a violent death, than 
that one jot of either should fail in 'this country. I 
mean exactly so, sir.” He meant so, he acted so, 
he lived so. 

Such intolerance kills the quiet ease and joy of 
life. It kills compromise and mutual understanding, 
and breeds suspicion and mistrust. It breeds wrath 
and violence, sets father against son and brother 
against brother, triumphantly justifies such hideous 
crimes as the brutal murders on the Pottawatomie. 
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And, alas, so often, it does all this from misapprehen- 
sion, from reasoning with fierce, narrow, unenlight- 
ened logic, and reasoning wrong. 

The injury of this fanatical temperament to the in- 
dividual possessor of it is even more obvious than the 
injury to the world at large. Take intelligence. It 
cuts him off from curious knowledge, from wide inter- 
est in the movement of life and its varied currents and 
subtle developments. It makes him feel that all that 
does not renovate society from his point of view is 
frivolous and contemptible. Brown read, oh, yes, he 
read the Bible, always the Bible, and he read Plu- 
tarch, and he read books on military science. What 
if he had read Plato or Montaigne f 

And beauty ? Wffrat room, what leisure is there for 
beauty, a frivolous distraction, an idle, subtle siren 
which leads the soul astray from the one clear, ardu- 
ous path it must forever follow? Brown loved music, 
loved hymns, they fed his strange melancholy, his 
strange exaltation. Yet probably he would have said 
of music, with Cowper: “If it is not used with an un- 
feigned reference to the worship of God, ... it degen- 
erates into a sensual delight and becomes a most 
powerful advocate for the admission of other pleas- 
ures, grosser perhaps in degree, but in their kind the 
same.” And Brown loved nature, but we have seen 
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that he walked through it as a man in a dream, and 
opened his eyes to it only when they were about to 
close forever. 

It was the same with all the comfort of life, ease, 
fine clothes, delicate food, luxury, grace, elegance, 
and charm. The grosser man in us, the simple, nat- 
ural man, unhaunted by far thoughts and tormenting 
scruples, enjoys these things, savors them, revels in 
them. But how can any one enjoy them whose mind is 
forever clouded with the misery of the world ? How can 
a life be happy passed in the midst of those who suf- 
fer? To be sure, many lives are; but not this man’s. 
He would cut off human wants, cut off superfluous 
desires, cut off bare needs. Those poor negroes were 
toiling under the lash, and why should he achieve fe- 
licity? He wore old, plain clothes and ate the sim- 
plest sustenance compatible with life. The painter 
Hunt saw him once at a social gathering refuse oysters 
“because ‘he was not hungry.’ I said to a friend — 
and Brown was not celebrated then, not having been 
hanged ! — ‘There’s something remarkable about that 
man. Did you ever know a man to refuse oysters 
at a party because he was not hungry?’ He did not 
take champagne, because he was ‘not thirsty.’ Held 
the glass as you would hold a doll for a baby. Was 
not going to gorge himself — a man with such a des- 
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tiny and such a work before him.” When Douglasjt' 
visited him in 1847, he was struck with the utter pov- 
erty of everything. “ Plain as was the outside of this 
man’s house, the inside was plainer .... There was 
an air of plainness about it which almost suggested 
destitution.” The meal was “such as a man might 
relish after following the plough all day.”^® “Inno- 
cent of paint, veneering, varnish, or table-cloth, the 
table announced itself unmistakably of pine and of 
the plainest workmanship.”^’' And while the pov- 
erty may have resulted in part from lack of business 
ability, it came far more from absorption in higher 
things. “For twenty years,” said Brown, in 1858, 
“I have never made any business arrangement which 
would prevent me at any time answering the call of 
the Lord. I have kept my affairs in such condition 
that in two weeks I could wind them up and be ready 
to obey that call ; permitting nothing to stand in the 
Wjiy of duty — neither wife, children, nor worldly 
goods.” 

It is equally evident that these lofty spiritual pur- 
suits do not fit well with the lighter side of social life, 
with the more kindly human relations, the gay ex- 
change of cordial, empty, daily jest and laughter. 
Brown had a grim, Old Testamentary humor of his 
own, that relaxed the iron muscles of those mouth- 
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comers just a trifle. But did he ever laugh with 
abandon ? He mingled with men for his own purposes, 
though even with those closest to him he had a strange 
and desperate secrecy. For ordinary social converse 
he had no taste and no aptitude. “I have one uncon- 
querable weakness,” he said, with a smile, in those 
last unsmiling days: “I have always been more afraid 
of being taken into an evening party of ladies and 
gentlemen, than of meeting a company of men with 
guns.” Even the faculty of consolation, that most 
exquisite, tender link of friendship, was denied to 
him, or at least not given in large measure: “I never 
seemed to possess a faculty to console and comfort 
my friends in their grief; I am inclined, like the poor 
comforters of Job, to sit down in silence, lest in my 
miserable way I should only add to their grief.” 

But the crowning interest of the effect of Brown’s 
great aim in life upon his human relations appears in 
his dealings with his family. He was devotedly at- 
tached to both his wives and to his numerous sons 
and daughters. He was thoughtful of their worldly 
welfare, as he saw it, to the very end. He was 
more than thoughtful, he was tender. He was tender 
to the animals with whom he dealt so much. He was 
tender, divinely tender with human beings. When 
those he loved were ill he would give up food, give up 
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sleep, give up immediately necessary labor to tend 
them and watch over them with delicate, considerate 
care. Yet he punished with pitiless severity. When 
one of his sons had earned a heavy whipping, he in- 
flicted half of it and then made the boy lash the 
father’s own bare back till the blood came.*^ “He 
compelled his wife to ride to church with him on a 
pillion on a young and unbroken horse he wished to 
tame, with the result that she was twice thrown.” 

Also, he must rule, dominate, control everything 
that came near him. He dominated animals. “He 
said that he could always, without moving, make a 
dog or cat leave the room if he wished, by his eye.” 
Was he not one day to be ruler over thousands.? If so, 
then surely he must dominate at home. “He was in- 
tolerant in little things and in little ways. ... I had 
it from [his son] Owen, in a quiet way and from other 
sources in quite a loud way that in his family his 
methods were of the most arbitrary kind,” says a not 
too friendly witness.^* Douglass, a most friendly one, 
observes that “he fulfilled Saint Paul’s idea of the 
head of the family. Plis wife believed in him, and his 
children observed him with reverence.” 

And when a great cause demanded it, both wife and 
children must be sacrificed without a moment’s hesita- 
tion. He said it often, and, when pecessary, he did 
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it. The little sacrifices were demanded constantly 
and given freely. The supreme sacrifice was always 
held in readiness and accorded at the supreme mo- 
ment. A son was killed in Kansas, two sons were 
killed at Harper’s Ferry. Still he fou^t on, if not un- 
moved or without a tear, absolutely unaltered in his 
resolution to give what was far dearer than his own 
life to achieving the one great end ol his and their ex- 
istence on this earth. The strain of living so much 
apart from all he loved was terrible. It wrung his 
heart to think of their privation and sickness and 
sorrow. But even this grief was smothered in the 
thought of all that greater grief : “The anxiety I feel 
to see my zvije and’children once more I am unable to 
describe. . . . The cries of my poor sorrow-stricken 
despairing children, whose ‘tears on their cheeks^ are 
ever in my eye and whose sighs are ever in my ears, 
may, however, prevent my enjoying the happiness I 
so much desire.” 

Truly, the strain of this man’s life in the grip of his 
overpowering obsession illuminates Heine’s passion- 
ate saying: “We do not have ideas. The Idea has us 
and enslaves us and scourges us and drives us into 
the arena to fight for it like gladiators, who combat, 
whether they will or no.” ” 
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IV 

And what good comes from this tyrannous mastery of 
an idea, to balance and compensate all the wide 
burden of privation and misery? Let us consider 
such good first as it affects the individual, then as it 
affects the world at large. To clarify the considera- 
tion we must dig a little more deeply into the pro- 
found tangle of motives that lies at the base of moral 
and spiritual, as of all other, effort. 

In such a case as Brown’s, the persistent, all-ex- 
cluding nature of the obsession, its constant intrusion 
in season and out of season, its cruel dominance over 
all other motives and all other passions, undeniably 
suggests insanity. This solution has often been 
urged for Brown. It receives support from the man’s 
singular and unfortunate inheritance. Insanity was 
rampant in his mother’s family and there were a 
dozen instances in relatives more or less close to him. 
An effort was made to plead this in court. Brown 
himself rejected it scornfully. At the same time I 
think his frequent recurrence to it indicates that its 
shadow haunted him with some discomfort. “I may 
be very insane,” he wrote; “and I am so, if insane at 
all. But if that be so, insanity is like a very pleasant 
dream to me.” ** And again, “If I am insane, of 
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course L should think I know more than all the rest 
of the world. But I do not think so.” Yet this is 
precisely what he did think, what every enthusiast 
and fanatic of his type thinks. In that overmaster- 
ing, overwhelming assurance of knowing more than 
all the rest of the world, from whatever source, lies all 
their power — and all their weakness. In the great- 
est examples of the type the assurance proves itself 
well founded. The whole wide world comes in time 
to think as they did and so to justify their sacrifice 
and martyrdom. And it is here that more doubt 
arises in regard to Brown. Strong and vigorous as his 
intelligence was, it ran so much to the fantastic and 
the conception, or misconception, of his final effort 
was so incoherently disastrous, that it is impossible to 
credit him with clear, commanding intellectual power. 
At the same time, it is equally impossible to describe 
him as in the stricter sense insane. Men who reason 
as consistently and will as insistently and act as per- 
sistently as he did, cannot be set apart as of diseased 
mind. 

Yet to subordinate one’s whole existence so com- 
pletely to an all-engrossing purpose is beyond doubt 
abnormal. It absorbs life, drinks up the soul, sweeps 
the man out of the common course of daily interests 
and cares. And precisely in this absorption, in this 
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excitement, lifting you above all earth, lies one of its 
charms. Such a nature as Brown’s is bom to strug- 
gle and fight, with something, with anything. He 
thought he loved peace. So he did, in theory. But 
the peace he loved was the peace you have to fight 
for. He was eager, restless. To be quiet was death, 
and to be comfortable, and even to be happy, was too 
like being quiet. “/ expect nothing but to ‘endure 
hardness ,’ he said.®® He wanted nothing but to en- 
dure hardness. When he was enduring and resisting, 
he knew he was alive. One of the most instructive 
sentences he ever wrote was, “ I felt for a number of 
years, in earlier life, a steady, strong desire to die; but 
since I saw any prospect of becoming a ‘reaper’ in 
the great harvest, I have not only felt quite willing 
to live, but have enjoyed life much.” He probably 
enjoyed it most of all in prison, when only a few days 
of it were left him. 

And besides the exhilaration of living for an ideal, 
there is the element of personal ambition. It is quite 
unnecessary to assume with Mr. Wilson that Brown 
was actuated entirely by vulgar greed and narrow 
personal vanity. Who shall say that the greatest of 
teachers and prophets is wholly exempt from the de- 
light of feeling, if not saying, I did this thing? The 
man is worth little who has not the root of such am- 
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bition in him. Assuredly Brown had it. Did he not 
write of himself in youth, “He very early in life be- 
came ambitious to excel in doing anything he under- 
took to perform”? Did he not write in age, when 
treading on the heels of performance, “I have only 
had this one opportunity, in a life of nearly sixty 
years; and could I be continued ten times as long 
again, I might not again have another equal oppor- 
tunity. God has honored but comparatively n very 
small part of mankind with any possible chance for 
such mighty and soul-satisfying rewards”? 

Further, there is the delight of dominance, of con- 
trolling things and leading men, of feeling that your 
sole, petty, finite will is making at least a portion of 
the universe bow and bend before it. To some spirits 
the thought of this is hateful and the effort for it re- 
pulsive. To others it is the supreme joy of life. And 
such preeminently was Brown. He even carried the 
instinct so far as to find it difficult to obey when obe- 
dience is perhaps the deepest secret of final mastery. 
He could not work well with others. He must rule or 
be nothing. Both friends and enemies testify to this. 
“Very superstitious, very selfish and very intolerant, 
with great self esteem. ... He could not brook a 
rival,” says one witness cited by Mr. Wilson.®* “He 
doted on being the head of the heap, and he was,” 

i8z 



JOHN BROWN 

says Brown’s brother-in-law.®® And his son’s com- 
ment is equally decided: “The trouble is, you want 
your boys to be brave as tigers, and still afraid of 
you.” While the father, meditating soberly in his 
Virginia prison, recognized the same weakness as 
clearly as any one. He writes of one of his sons, he 
“always has underrated himself; is bashful and re- 
tiring in his habits ; is not (like his father) too much 
inclined to assume and dictate.” 

Thus, such a temper would like to control and dom- 
inate the world, but always for the world’s good. In 
Brown at least there was not a trace of conscious de- 
sire to rule for evil or for the gratification of any per- 
sonal motive of mischief or cruelty. In spite of all he 
had endured and all the slights and injuries of men, 
he repeats over and over that no thought of revenge 
enters into any of his efforts. If the wicked must suf- 
fer through his action, it is because they are wicked, 
not because they have tormented him. 

For back of all the personal elements, back even of 
the abstract desire to do good, there was always God, 
and in the study of such temperaments as Brown’s 
the obscure, vast mystery of God must always be 
given the largest place. It is here, I think, chiefly that 
Mr. Wilson’s shrewd analysis is at fault. In all the 
puzzles, in all the tangles, in all the inconsistencies of 
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this strange man’s life, especially in elucidating his 
plan, or lack of plan, before the attack on Harper’s 
Ferry, we must look to God as the solution. He was 
a child of destiny, like Napoleon, but with him the 
destiny was the obvious, constant direction of God. 
“The Lord had directed him in visions what to 
do.” “He scouted the idea of rest while he held ‘a 
commission direct from God Almighty to act against 
slavery.’” “God had created him to be the de- 
liverer to slaves the same as Moses had delivered the 
children of Israel.” It is true that Brown several 
times spoke of himself as naturally sceptical. He 
was shrewd, hard-headed, far from disposed to accept 
all the fantastic quips and quirks of credulous super- 
stition. But his intense insistence on what he did be- 
lieve was all the firmer, and he did believe that God 
had predestined him from eternity to root out the 
curse from these United States, he did believe that 
God bade him do fierce and bloody things that that 
curse might be rooted out forever. In 1856 Mrs. Cole- 
man asked him, “Then, Captain, you think that God 
uses you as an instrument in his hands to kill men?” 
And he answered, “I think he has used me as an in- 
strument to kill men ; and if I live, I think he will use 
me as an instrument to kill a good many more.” 

And if this sense of immediate direction from God, 
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of being in the hands of God as a mighty agent for 
his purposes, for everlasting good, even sometimes 
through apparent evil, is the greatest motive for hu- 
man accomplishment, is it not also the greatest 
source of human rapture? The joy it brings is the 
most acute and exalted of all joys and the peace 
it gives is the deepest and the most enduring of all 
peace. So at least Brown found it, in his prison days, 
with death awaiting him, having failed in his great 
undertaking according to the judgment of men, but 
with the growing consciousness that apparent fail- 
ure covered God’s intention in a mightier triumph 
which could be made perfect only by his departure 
from this troubled world. He was “fully persuaded 
that I am worth inconceivably more to hang than for 
any other purpose.” And in that persuasion his 
spirit found more contentment than it had known in 
all his restless sixty years. “Tell your father that I 
am quite cheerful; that I do not feel myself in the 
least degraded by my imprisonment, my chains, oi 
the near prospect of the gallows. Men cannot im- 
prison, or chain, or hang the soul.” And when an 
effort was made to comfort him, he said, “I sleep 
peacefully as an infant, or if I am wakeful, glorious 
thoughts come to me, entertaining my mind.” 

It is one of the characteristics of this spiritual rap- 
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ture that it is impelled to extend itself to others. 
None who feels the ecstasy of God upon him can re- 
frain from communicating it, from striving passion- 
ately to make the world over and urging others to 
make it over also. And none strove thus with more 
ardor than John Brown. Something magnetic in his 
obsession touched men of the most diverse tempera- 
ments and powers, roused them to think and feel 
and work as he did. 

Take his immediate followers, take that group of 
boys, or little more than boys, who gathered about 
him with unquestioning loyalty in the last desperate 
venture. They were not especially religious. Even 
Brown’s own sons did not adopt his orthodox inter- 
pretation of the Bible. But every man of the company 
had imbibed the spirit of sacrifice, every man was 
ready to give his life for the cause their leader had 
preached to them, every man believed that what he 
said should be done must be done. “They perfectly 
worshiped the ground the old fellow trod on,” said a 
Southern observer who had no sympathy with them 
except in the admiration of splendid courage.'*® 

Nor was it only over those who came under his im- 
mediate command that Brown exercised the magnet- 
ism of inspiration and stimulus. After his capture 
and during his imprisonment he was surrounded by 
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bitter enemies. But they grew to respect him and 
some apparently to have a personal regard for him. 
Even when they condemned his cause, they esteemed 
his spirit of sacrifice and his superb singleness of pur- 
pose. In the years before the crisis came he met some 
of the keenest and most intelligent men in the United 
States and they saw and felt in him a man of power, a 
man of will, a man of ideals above and beyond the 
common average and level of trivial earthliness. “No 
matter how inconsistent, impossible, and desperate a 
thing might appear to others, if John Brown said he 
would do it, he was sure to be believed. His words 
were never taken for empty bravado,” wrote Fred- 
erick Douglass.'*^ / That enthusiasts like Gerrit 
Smith should be carried away was perhaps natural. 
But Emerson was not an enthusiast, Thoreau was 
not, Theodore Parker was not. All these men spoke 
of Brown as one gifted for some divine purpose be- 
yond mortality. All of them thanked the humble 
farmer and shepherd for that thrill of exaltation which 
is one of the greatest forces that can touch the heart. 
No one will call John A. Andrew an enthusiast. He 
was a practical man of the world, versed in the 
hard conduct of everyday affairs. Yet Andrew said: 
“Whatever might be thought of John Brown’s aas, 
John Brown himself was right.” ** 
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And the influence of such a man and such a life and 
such a death flowed out and on beyond the men who 
obeyed him, beyond the men who met him, to those 
who never knew him and had hardly even heard of 
him, to the whole country, to the wide world. The 
song that carries his name inspired millions through- 
out the great Civil War, it has inspired millions since, 
and John Brown’s soul and sacrifice were back of the 
song. That is what Brown meant when he said, “I 
am worth inconceivably more to hang than for any 
other purpose.” That is what men of his type 
achieve by their fierce struggle and their bitter self- 
denial and their ardent sacrifice. They make others, 
long years after, others who barely know their names 
and nothing of their history, achieve also some little 
or mighty sacrifice, accomplish some vast and far- 
reaching self-denial, that so the world, through all 
its doubts and complications and perplexities, may 
be lifted just a little towards ideal felicity. What- 
ever their limitations, their errors, whatever taint 
of earthly damage has infected their souls, it may 
justly be said that “these men, in teaching us how to 
die, have at the same time taught us how to live.” “ 
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CHRONOLOGY 


Born, Bethel, Connecticut, July 5, 1810. 
Mamed Charity Hallett, November 8, 18 29. 
Purchased American Museum, 1841. 

Engaged Tom Thumb, 1842. 

Exhibited in Europe, 1844, 

Managed Jenny Lind tour, 1850-1851. 

Clock Company failure, 1856. 

Wife died, November 19, 1873. 

Married Nancy Fish, 1874. 

Died, Bridgeport, Connecticut, April 7, 
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I 

Phineas Taylor Barnum! The very sound is com* 
pact of a large and comnaoa hilarity, 

“ Of joy in widest commonalty spread.” 

Phineas Taylor Barnum! And his wife was Charity 
Barnum, and his sister, Minerva Barnum: all in a con- 
catenation accordingly, as Tony Lumpkin and Sir 
Walter would have it. Barnum! The name itself is 
redolent of shows and showmen, and a showman he 
was, as his Autobiography abundantly makes mani- 
fest, from his youth in the thirties till he died at 
eighty, in i8gi, the monarch of The Greatest Show 
on Earth. So far from feeling disgraced by his calling, 
he boasted of it on all possible occasions, appropriate 
and inappropriate. “I am ‘ashomman’ by profession, 
and all the gilding shall make nothing else of me. 
When a man is ashamed of his origin, or gets above his 
business, he is a poor devil, who merits the detesta- 
tion of all who know him.” ^ 

Apart from his singular and absorbing business, 
Barnum was a good average, you might say, typical, 
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American citizen. He was twice married, had daugh- 
ters, and was an affectionate husband and father. He 
says so and others agree with him. The supplement 
to his Autobiography written by his second wife 
after his death, shows a genuine tenderness which 
could have been inspired only by a kindly nature, and 
gives an amiable picture of the great showman in 
his home, with a group of grandchildren and ^great- 
grandchildren about him. 

He was eminently a social creature always, liked 
people of all sorts, to have them in his house, chat 
with them, laugh with them, frolic with them. His 
acquaintance was vast, included everybody. In 
Europe and America he fraternized with high and 
low. Samuel Rogers and the Bishop of London jested 
with him. Mark Twain and Matthew Arnold visited 
him. He would walk or talk or work or play with 
whoever happened to be his companion at the mo- 
ment. “As a host he could not be surpassed,” says 
one who visited him often. “He knew the sources of 
comfort — what to omit doing, as well as what to do, 
for a guest. He had the supreme art of making you 
really free, as if you were in your own house.” * 

As in his human relations, so in his intellectual 
traits, B'arnum was an average man. He was quick, 
shrewd, immensely keen to grasp the practical bear- 
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ing of a problem. If he interested himself in any spec- 
ulative matter, he would clarify it speedily, or let it 
alone, as not worth clarifying. He was an expert 
mathematician, at least as concerned dollars and 
cents. But he had little education and little real in- 
terest in abstract questions. It is important to note 
that, although his business kept him in close contact 
with all sorts of animals, his Autobiography does not 
show the faintest trace of scientific curiosity. Neither 
does it indicate any afiFection for a single one of the 
numerous creatures who must have come more or less 
directly under his observation. 

Matters of art did not take any more real hold of 
him than matters of intellect. It is true, he is careful 
to inform us that his own taste was much above the 
Museum. “I myself relished a higher grade of amuse- 
ment, and I was a frequent attendant at the opera, 
first-class concerts, lectures, and the like.”® Also, 
his admiration for the beauties of nature shows itself 
in a delicious tirade against those who mar such 
beauties by hideous advertising. “It is outrageously 
selfish to destroy the pleasure of thousands, for the 
sake of a chance of additional gain.” * But I do not 
find evidence that either the painting of Botticelli 
or a quiet walk in the fields afforded him any particu- 
lar ecstasy. 
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Bamum’s religion was of a good, practical, work- 
ing quality, rather than of mystical depth. It often 
appears in queer connections and disappears in 
queerer. But, after all, in this muddled world whose 
religion can be consistently counted on? Bamum’s 
was, I am sure, sincere and genuine at bottom. The 
worth of salvation and the shadow of hell gripped his 
practical youth and the influence of these things never 
let go. His little pamphlet on the principles of the 
Universalist faith shows some reading and a good 
deal of serious thinking, and he said shrewd and 
tender things about life and death both. “Of his own 
death he would not speak,” says Mrs. Barnum; “of 
death in the abstract he said: ‘It is a good thing, a 
beautiful thing, just as much so as life; and it is 
wrong to grieve about it, and to look on it as an 
evil.’ ” ® As to life and the beliefs back of it, he re- 
marked, with keen insight, “If the fact could be defi- 
nitely determined, I think it would be discovered that 
in this ‘wide-awake’ country there are more persons 
humbugged by believing too little than too much.” * 

In his relation to the affairs of the community at 
large Bamum was always an active and a useful 
citizen. Here again he himself is liberal with informa- 
tion and commendation, but this testimony is amply 
supported by that of others. He was mayor of his 
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orwn city, Bridgeport, and a member of the legislature 
of Connecticut, and as such he fought abuses and ad- 
vocated reforms, and was always a conspicuous and 
sometimes a significant figure. He was a candidate 
for Congress; but according to his own account 
party considerations defeated him. Perhaps the 
voters did not wholly relish being represented by a 
man whom the world at large could not be persuaded 
to take seriously. 

General reforms attracted this zealous worker as 
well as political. Above all, for many years he 
preached — and practised — total abstinence. His 
story of his conversion and final abjuring of alcohol 
is most edifying. He lost no occasion of lecturing on 
the subject, with an abundant and vigorous rhetoric. 
“In the course of my life,” he says, “I have written 
much for newspapers, on various subjects, and always 
with earnestness, but in none of these have I felt 
so deep an interest as in that of the temperance re- 
form.” And again, in his later years: “At my stage 
of life I confess to a deeper interest in the noble cause 
of temperance than I ever had in the largest audience 
ever assembled under canvas.” ® 

And he worked and gave as well as talked. As his 
wealth grew, he dispensed it with broad and wise 
liberality, especially contributing to the develop- 
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ment and improvement of the city in which he lived. 
If I cite his own evidence instead of the abundant 
corroboration of his admirers, it is simply because of 
its delightful naivete. “I speak of these things, I 
trust,” he says, “with becoming modesty, and yet 
with less reluctance than I should do, if my fellow- 
citizens of Bridgeport had not generally and gener- 
ously awarded me sometimes, perhaps, more than my 
meed of praise for my unremitting and earnest efforts 
to promote whatever would conduce to the growth 
and improvement of our charming city.” * 

But, though Barnum’s avocations and diversions 
may have been politics and philanthropy and re- 
form, his real life was in his business. From his in- 
fancy his thoughts were devoted to making money, to 
getting a good bargain, even on a small scale. As a 
child he was given pennies by his grandfather, “to 
buy raisins and candies, which he always instructed 
me to solicit from the store-keeper at the ‘lowest 
cash price.’” The boy concentrated all his mental 
energy on the study of the qualities that would en- 
able him to get and keep. He was born with a natural 
instinct in such matters: “I usually jump at conclu- 
sions, and almost invariably find that my first im- 
pressions are correct and he improved his nat- 
ural instincts to a point that made him a phenomenon. 
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Note, however, that the driving force in all this 
was not the mere money-greed itself. In this side of 
his nature Barnum was distinctly and thoroughly 
American. Foreigners are always accusing Americans 
of idolizing the dollar. They misunderstand. In 
reality the American man of business cares nothing 
for the dollar. He has not the miser’s passion for ac- 
cumulating as such. He is just as ready to spend as 
he is to gain, to fling away the dollars for amusement 
or benevolence as fast, almost, as they come in, un- 
less retaining them is clearly necessary to get more. 
What he idolizes is not money, but success ; and suc- 
cess in business, in money-making, is the crude, ob- 
vious form that appeals to a nation which has not yet 
wholly grasped the finer issues and interests of life. 
This was eminently true of Barnum. To call him 
avaricious or penurious would be absurd. To be 
sure, we have to discount a little when he says, “You 
are much mistaken in supposing that I am so ready 
or anxious to make money. On the contrary, there is 
but one thing in the world that I desire — that is, 
tranquillity.” But it is certain that, after he had 
assured himself against want, what he sought was to 
carry out his projects. Those projects happened to in- 
volve money-making, and he made it. 

He did not even care greatly for the things that 
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money gives. He could, and, when it was necessary, 
he did, live with the utmost simplicity. When money 
came, he spent, and no doubt enjoyed, being emi- 
nently human. Besides, great spending, even personal, 
was great advertising. But he did not need dollars 
for luxury any more than for the mere pleasure of 
possessing them. 

I wish there were detailed evidence as to the most 
important of Barnum’s business qualities, that of 
dealing with men. His relations with them must 
have been vast and successful, but he himself throws 
little light upon the question. Now and then, how- 
ever, there are glimpses of singular tact and apti- 
tude, and I find one observation, from a man who 
knew him well, that is illuminating: “In the manage- 
ment of business he was both skilful and acute, but 
what surprised some was the fact that he habitually 
asked advice of you, whoever you were, on every 
matter he had in hand that could be disclosed. In 
this way he got all sorts of opinions, studied their 
value, and struck such a balance between them as his 
own judgment led him to think was the correct 
one.” Such methods of procedure go a long way 
in accounting for a successful career. 

It cannot be denied that the most conspicuous 
feature in Barnum’s business activity was the in- 
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stinct of speculation, of venturesomeness, of taking a 
chance. Earning was well. Saving was well. But 
using your brains to make a big prcAt out of a small 
investment was far better. “My disposition,” he 
says, “is, and ever was, of a speculative character, 
and I am never content to engage in any business un- 
less it is of such a nature that my profits may be 
greatly enhanced by an increase of energy, persever- 
ance, attention to business, tact, etc.” In his 
youth lotteries were much in fashion. They suited 
him exactly, and he loved to embark in the wild 
lotteries of others and to invent wilder of his own. 
Even after he had left the lottery for other fields, the 
same gambling instinct clung to him. Only he him- 
self used and enjoined upon others that combination 
of iron restraint with boldness which alone can bring 
speculation to success. 

As to the moral element of such dubious ventures, 
Barnum’s career offers a most interesting study. 
That he did not mean to delude and defraud is ob- 
vious enough. But his infinite delight in Yankee 
shrewdness often blinded him to the damaging fact 
that such shrewdness is too apt to mean plain cheats 
and lies. He was brought up in an atmosphere of 
petty trickery which he himself analyzes with the 
keenest insight and his final comment on it is: “Such 
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a school would ‘cut eye-teeth,’ but if it did not cut 
conscience, morals, and integrity all up by the roots, 
it would be because the scholars quit before their 
education was completed!”^® He wrote a huge and 
curious book on “The Humbugs of the World,” 
mixing and confusing all sorts of trifling deceptions, 
elaborate frauds, and political and religious delusions 
and hallucinations. His deduction from this study 
was that mankind liked to be humbugged and always 
would be, that some humbug was legitimate and de- 
lightful, and that precisely such was his. 

Humbug or not, it must not be supposed that 
his success or his wealth was gained without bitter 
struggle. As he himself sums it up, with his luminous 
complacency: “A life with the wide contrasts of hum- 
ble origin and high and honorable success; of most 
formidable obstacles overcome by courage and con- 
stancy; of affluence that had been patiently won, 
suddenly wrenched away, and triumphantly re- 
gained.” “ To tell the story in more detail, he began 
poor, worked hard, though he hated work, wandered 
widely. He kept store, he ran nomadic shows, he 
dabbled in journalism, which landed him in jail, 
whence he emerged with a gorgeous ovation that 
tickled his whole soul. By feeding men’s wonder with 
strange sights he gathered a considerable property. 
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Then he became involved, through what seems in- 
credible carelessness, in an investment that practi- 
cally ruined him. He took disaster with admirable 
equanimity, set to work with energy and independ- 
ence to reestablish himself, rejected offers of help, 
milked the world’s gullibility once more on an even 
vaster scale, paid his honest debts, and shone out in 
the end far more prosperous than when ruin overtook 
him. You could not shake his confidence or his hope. 
His Museum was burned and burned again. He 
laughed and rebuilt it. Competition beset him. He 
laughed and declared that the desire for amusement 
was the one passion that was inexhaustible. You 
might tap it more and more deeply and never find an 
end. He collaborated with various partners and some 
suggest that the partners contributed largely to the 
enterprise and the success. But Barnum got the 
credit — and the fun. At one time he thought he had 
got enough and done enough. He would give up and 
rest and let others do the work and have the profit. 
But nature was too strong, and back he went again, 
and kept at it till he died. His last inquiry of his sec- 
retary was “what were the receipts yesterday.?” and 
when told they were good, with the figures, he re- 
marked that they were not up to the receipts of the 
Olympia in London.^® 
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II 

It will not be disputed that the greatest element in 
Bamum’s success was advertising. The rapid devel- 
opment of journalism in the last half of the nine- 
teenth century made it preeminently the age of 
publicity, and few human beings have ever lived who 
enjoyed publicity, or understood it, or profited by it, 
more than Barnum did. He recognized this himself 
at all times. In 1855 he wrote: “Fully appreciating 
the powers of the press (to which more than to any 
other one cause I am indebted for my success in life), 
I did not fail to invoke the aid of sprinter’s ink.’” 
Twenty years later he declared, “Without printer’s 
ink, I should have been no bigger than Tom 
Thumb.” By repeated, unfailing, unblushing proc- 
lamation of the merits of his goods he drew the whole 
world about him, and so enormous was the force at 
his command that even he did not appreciate its full 
capacity. On one occasion he was driven to remark, 
“I lost a large amount of money that day by not 
having sufficiently estimated the value of my own 
advertising.” 

Every agency of direct, paid publicity was of course 
set constantly at work with all its resources of flare 
and glitter. Once convinced that he had something 
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worth public attention, he did not hesitate to arouse 
that attention by all that printing and painting could 
devise. In his homely way be says, “Advertising is to 
a genuine article what manure is to land — it largely 
increases the product.” 

But direct methods were the smallest part of the 
matter. It was the cunning and subtle psycholog- 
ical suggestion of every sort and kind that counted 
most. Bamum speaks with delight of a sign he saw 
one day on which was written, “Don’t read the other 
side.” Every passerby did read the other side and 
bought in consequence.*® It was the ingenuity of 
such things that charmed him quite as much as their 
profit. Reporters.’’ “Approachable, democratic in 
every way, and shrewd, he fairly melted to the inter- 
viewer, whom he frequently did not wait for, but sent 
for.” ** Mystery? Infinite are the uses of mystery. 
Keep people guessing and you keep them interested. 
Crowds? They bring other crowds. Only make a 
man feel that his neighbor wants to enter your door 
and he will jostle the world to get in himself. Ele- 
phants ? Big, strange creatures, are n’t they ? Good 
advertising anywhere. But if we buy a farm in plain 
sight from a great railroad and set elephants to 
ploughing it, what a stir we shall make ! Pickpockets ? 
You might think them a nuisance about a show. So 
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they are. But if you catch one and shut him up and 
tell everybody that a live pickpocket may be seen for 
a quarter, you will draw fools, and some who are not. 
Barnum did it.*‘ Religion? We have the greatest 
possible respect for religion. But if a minister attacks 
our show and we can speak up for ourselves and tell 
his congregation that he is mistaken and that we are 
one of the greatest moral influences of the age, well, 
religion will make as good advertising as anything 
else — and better.*® 

On the dishonest, the fraudulent side of advertis- 
ing Barnum is inexhaustible and delightful. The in- 
genuity of his resource is equaled only by the sophis- 
try of his defense. The fierce and solemn reprehen- 
sion of the great English magazines as to the first 
edition of his Autobiography should be read and en- 
joyed. But, after all, these attacks affected chiefly 
one or two conspicuous frauds, which Barnum him- 
self in later years did not regard with much pride. 
Joice Heth, the one hundred and sixty year old nurse 
of Washington, the Mermaid, and the Woolly 
Horse were not creditable adventures. Barnum con- 
fesses that he lied about the age of Tom Thumb and 
in the earlier Autobiography (omitted in the later) 
insists that, so long as Tom was really a dwarf, it 
made no difference.*’’ Exaggerated statements, more 
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or less deliberate misrepresentations, ingenious and 
far-fetched suggestion had confused the great show- 
man’s conscience to such an extent that, so long as the 
atmosphere of publicity was rosy, its haziness did not 
seriously disturb him. Yet when it came to actual 
business transactions, his substantial honesty seems 
beyond dispute. The whole history of his dealings 
with Jenny Lind, told from her side as well as from 
his, supports this. Moreover, he was firmly convinced 
of the great principle of advertising, which he never 
loses an occasion to emphasize: it only pays to adver- 
tise a good thing. Make the public feel that it has got 
its money’s worth, and you may tell it what you 
please. 

As to the speculative aspect of publicity, the ne- 
cessity of outlay and the uncertainty of return, Bar- 
num is most interesting and instructive. No one had 
studied the intricacies of the subject more thoroughly 
than he. Yet he admits that, with all his experience, 
it is impossible to tell what will pay and what will 
not. “ ‘The public’ is a very strange animal, and al- 
though a good knowledge of human nature will 
generally lead a caterer of amusements to hit the 
people, they are fickle and ofttimes perverse.”*® 
Nothing pleases him more than to combine adver- 
tising with practical utility. When he was conveying 
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Tom Thumb through France, the railroad service 
proved inconvenient and it was necessary to substi- 
tute other forms of transportation. The number of 
the attendants and the various accessories made a 
great display of vehicles indispensable. But Barnum 
consoled himself with the thought that it all helped 
to create interest. “It was thus the best advertising 
we could have had, and was really, in many places, 
our cheapest and in some places, our only mode of 
getting from point to point.” 

And always, when he was anxious to inform the 
world, he believed in spending without limit, even if 
the gain was not directly visible. A man complained 
to him once that he had a good article and had ad- 
vertised it but could not sell it. “How did you ad- 
vertise?” “I put it in a weekly newspaper three 
times, and paid a dollar and a half for it.” And 
Bamum’s comment was, “Sir, advertising is like 
learning — ‘a little is a dangerous thing.’” 

If it was a question of getting himself and his wares 
before the public, Bamum was perfectly ready to 
appreciate the value of abuse as well as of commen- 
dation. Few men have been more scolded, more 
criticized, more lavishly and scurrilously ridiculed 
than he. But his skin was thicker, apparently, than 
that of his own elephants, and so the world talked 
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about him, he did not much care how it talked. He 
wrote his book to expose the humbugs of history, and 
he was quite willing that anybody who wished should 
expose him. A woman came and tried to make him 
buy a pamphlet in which she had found fault with his 
procedure. My dear madam, he said in substance, 
write what you please : “only have the kindness to say 
something about me, and then come to me and I will 
properly estimate the money value of your services 
to me as an advertising agent.” “It’s a great thing 
to be a humbug,” he quotes from a kindred spirit, 
“I’ve been called so often. It means hitting the pub- 
lic in reality. Anybody who can do so, is sure to be 
called a humbug by somebody who can’t.” Again 
and again he returns to this point: “The object was 
accomplished and although some people cried out 
‘humbug,’ I had added to the notoriety which I so 
much wanted and I was satisfied.” Finally, in one 
precious and perfect phrase, he sums up his whole at- 
titude in the matter: “After all, it was a good adver- 
tisement for me, as well as for Higginson; and it 
would have been pretty difficult to serve me up about 
these times in printer’s ink in any form that I should 
have objected to.” 

Nor was he satisfied with working through the 
newspapers, or through the tongues of others, or 
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through a hundred subtle, indirect agencies of every 
kind. He was always ready to appear before the 
world in person, to tell it of the merits of his shows and 
incidentally — and largely — of his own, to talk any- 
where and without limit. He assures us of his imper- 
turbable coolness on the platform. You could not 
upset his equanimity or exhaust his patience. His 
golden, or brazen, abundance of words was unstinted, 
whether with tongue or pen. He could talk on 
any subject, telling stories, quoting authors, making 
points of all sorts, and always attracting the atten- 
tion of wider and wider multitudes to the incompar- 
able excellence of the greatest show on earth. And it 
cannot be denied that he made words serve his pur- 
pose with a deftness and facility calculated to in- 
crease the distrust of even persons who regard those 
insinuating agents with the extremest scepticism. 
He spoke and wrote well, with lucidity and energy, 
about politics, finance, temperance, general virtue, 
even religion. That he did not always live up to the 
high level of his eloquence is of less account, because a 
verbal standard so lofty would have been beyond the 
reach of any man. But if you take the words by them- 
selves, they do tell. The little pamphlet in which he, 
for a wonder concisely, expounds his Universalist be- 
liefs, is a statement of singular vigor and directness. 
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Do not sentences like these snap and sting? “The 
force of habit is indeed strong, but this argument over- 
loads it tremendously If a man cannot will to obey, 

he cannot sin. He is not a responsible actor. If death 
does this we are all alike unmanned. There can be 
neither heaven nor hell ; we are not men, but things.” 

And it is everywhere evident that the man was not 
going before the public simply from business motives: 
He loved it. The advertising instinct was bound up 
in his nature with an extraordinary childlike vanity. 
You can see it written all over him. A huge, benevo- 
lent, inimitable expansiveness radiates from every 
portrayal of his face and figure. He liked to talk of 
himself, had a large, shrewd gift of narrating all sorts 
of adventures in which he was the hero — or the butt, 
at any rate the significant personage. He boasted of 
everything, even of his modesty. Of one of his ear- 
lier undertakings he says, it “led me into still another 
field of enterprise which honorably opened to me that 
notoriety of which in later life I surely have had a 
surfeit.” But if surfeit means enough, it does not 
appear that the point was ever really reached. With 
what joy does he record the arrival of the time when 
“ visitors began to say that they would give more to 
see the proprietor of the Museum than to view the 
entire collection of curiosities.” 
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And all the vanity, all the love of popular applause, 
or even abuse, is poured out in the immense, singular 
document called “Struggles and Triumphs,” the 
huge Autobiography which sets forth so many things 
that happened and that did not happen and makes 
the wide world revolve around that jovial heap of 
kindly egotism. What a book! What a collection of 
books! For it was revised over and over, and printed 
and re-printed in half a dozen different forms, all in- 
geniously adapted to entice dollars from purses fat 
and lean and ragged and gorgeous. How he did love 
it, how he thought over it and worked over it, the 
precious record of his abounding and world-agitating 
self. Not Henry James could have given more care 
to the revision of his earlier writings to suit his later 
glory than did this busy and in a sense illiterate 
showman. The crude anecdotes, the crowding vul- 
garisms, of 1855, are chastened, to use his own favorite 
word, in the editions of the seventies, so that they 
may not profane the transformation from thousands 
of readers to tens of thousands. Heaven knows there 
are still enough left. Up to his death he added a 
yearly chapter, that not one precious fact might 
be unnoted, and he enjoined upon his disconsolate 
widow the melancholy completion, which unhappily 
he could not set down himself.®* 
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So from the cradle to the grave his impulse was to 
keep always before the people. In Mr. Conklin’s excel- 
lent book about the circus there is a vivid picture of 
Barnum, showing how he reveled in the opportunity 
of exhibiting himself to applauding crowds. “Soon 
after the show began he arrived in an open carriage 
drawn by two horses, with a coachman and footman 
in full livery on the box. The whole performance 
came to a stop while he was driven slowly around the 
hippodrome track. At intervals he would have the 
carriage stop, and standing up in it, call out in his 
squeaky voice, ‘I suppose you came to see Barnum, 
did n’t you? Wa-al, I’m Mr. Barnum.’” For fifty 
years he had been proclaiming through a megaphone 
to the admiring universe, “I’m Mr. Barnum.” 

Ill 

The palliation for all this immense and undeniable 
vulgar egotism, the excuse which made the world tol- 
erate it and makes those who read about it tolerate 
it still, was first, the man’s benefaction to humanity 
in public entertainment. Here again no one can 
state his own merits more emphatically than he does. 
“ Every man’s occupation should be beneficial to his 
fellow-man as well as profitable to himself. All else 
is vanity and folly.” “Men, women and children, 
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who cannot live on gravity alone, need something to 
satisfy their gayer, lighter moods and hours, and he 
who ministers to this want is in a business established 
by the Author of our nature,” which is certainly 
putting the circus under respectable patronage. But 
that Barnum did labor to amuse mankind as well as to 
enrich himself cannot be disputed. 

As to the quality of the amusement there may be 
some question. Critics, of what, if he had lived fifty 
years later, he would have called a highbrow order, 
are unsparing in their condemnation. If he did not 
degrade and deprave public taste, he at least appealed 
to much that was degraded and depraved in it. If he 
was careful to avoid conflict with the more obvious 
principles of morality, he at least fed the idly and 
vulgarly curious with entertainment that tended to 
crowd all that was fine and noble out of their lives. I 
should not undertake to determine the truth of this 
complicated charge, merely pointing out that the 
reprehensible features of Barnum’s shows gradually 
gave way to what was more wholesome, and that since 
his time some diversions have evolved at least as ob- 
jectionable as any invented by him. The interesting 
thing is his own complete self-complacency in the 
matter. To his mind all that he offered the public 
was beneficial and improving in the highest degree 
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and every shade of the harmful was carefully elimi- 
nated. I do not see how this can be urged with more 
force than in the concluding words of the 1880 edi- 
tion of his Autobiography: “When it is evident that 
the public, old and young, are not made wiser, better 
and happier by the recreation which I provide for 
them, my efforts in that direction will cease.” 

As to the quantity of amusement furnished there 
will be less question than as to the quality. “Taken 
altogether, I think I can, without egotism, say that I 
have amused and instructed more persons than any 
other manager who ever lived.” So writes this 
creature of infinite self-content. And he proceeds to 
give figures to prove that in all he had exhibited to 
over eighty-two million persons. This, of course, as he 
is careful to point out, may include the same visitor 
many times. But even so, it is a vast total of human 
delight. And while the majority must consist of the 
youthful and the uneducated, we know that young 
and old, high and low, man and woman, the million- 
aire, the scholar, the preacher, all alike meet at the 
circus and the menagerie. The child is the pretext, 
but the immortal child in all of us is the explanation. 
Who has been such a benefactor to children as Bar- 
num, and who like him has teased the child out of the 
weary and fretted and forgetful man? 
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Moreover, we forgive much not only to his faculty 
of entertaining others, but to his own exuberant de- 
light in what he was doing. Some entertainers are 
anxious and worried, like the rest of us. They make 
amusement a business like another, dry and shrink 
up in a back office, while the huge, mad riot of the 
world is going on about them. Not so Bamum. It 
was his riot and his world, and he savored every 
thrill of its enjoyment as if it were his own. He could 
himself perform, if necessary, could do sleight-of-hand 
tricks, or black up and sing negro songs, an5n:hing to 
divert the waiting multitude, if occasion called for it. 
He could plunge into strange antics, for the mere 
zest, as when he visited the South of France in vin- 
tage-time: “While I was there, desiring a new expe- 
rience, I myself trod out a half barrel or so with my 
own naked feet, dancing the while to the sound of a 
fiddle.” But most of all he reveled in the glory of 
exhibiting glory. He knew it was second-hand, kne\V 
it was mere reflection. With a pretty mock-modesty 
he sometimes tried to shrink into the background. 
But why? It was Barnum who pulled the wires, 
Barnum who set these puppets dancing and doing 
their clever tricks, and all the world knew it, and he 
was Barnum. Why not enjoy it ? 

The truth was, he enjoyed everything. Life was a 
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huge joke, and jokes were the spice that seasoned his 
whole existence. From the first page of his Autobiog- 
raphy to the last there is a succession of jokes, some 
clever, some vulgar, some monstrous, but all side- 
splitting, or so he found them. The taste was inborn, 
he says, and from his cradle his grandfather and all 
his family made him the butt of a jest about an 
inherited mud-patch called Ivy Island. The germ 
caught in his system and for seventy years he played 
jokes on all about him and expected them to be played 
upon him in return. His splendid health, his ever- 
abounding spirits, all conspired to keep him daily and 
nightly in the mood of this perpetual frolic. 

Note that there is no particular wit or element of 
intelligence about this fun of Bamum’s. Now and 
then he strikes a happy retort, as when the Bishop 
of London expressed the assurance, at parting, that 
they would meet in heaven, and Barnum said, “If 
your Lordship is there.” But in the main it is the un- 
failing outflow of a vigorous temperament, taking the 
form of so-called practical jokes, rich with the sugges- 
tion of a large, luscious, animal felicity, but not es- 
pecially diverting in the record, and quite often de- 
generating into dulness. 

Also, there were worse elements than dulness. The 
practical joke, as every one knows, runs too easily 
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into cruelty, and Barnum’s were not exempt from 
this feature. Mr. Benton insists that “his most auda-^ 
cious performances and jokes were unqualifiedly 
good-humored.” So they were in intention, no 
doubt ; but Barnum himself says of the town where he 
passed much of his youth, “A joke was never given up 
in Bethel until the very end of it was unraveled,”^® 
and we all know what that means. It was immensely 
humorous to send forged dispatches on All Fools’ Day 
to his employees, but the man who was informed that 
his native village was in ashes and his own homestead 
burned could not have passed a pleasant hour.^® It 
was a rollicking jest that a ticket-taker should be chal- 
lenged to a duel by an angry student. But “as he ex- 
pected to be shot, he suffered the greatest mental 
agony. About midnight, however, after he had been 
sufficiently scared, I brought him the gratifying in- 
telligence that I had succeeded in settling the dis- 
pute.” Read in cool quiet, these things do not al- 
together amuse. And I feel still more the callousness 
they suggest in Barnum’s apparent complete indiffer- 
ence to the semi-humanity or sub-humanity of the 
horrible creatures that he often exhibited. One would 
think that a nature with a shred of sensitiveness 
would have recoiled from the public display of these 
monstrosities and the sickening, morbid curiosity 
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they fostered. Sensitiveness of that kind Bamum had 
not. 

Even worse than the mixture of joke with cruelty 
is the mixture with dishonesty, because the combi- 
nation is more easily effected and more insidious. 
Barnum’s preoccupation with this side of the matter 
is always evident. When, as a boy, he was a clerk in 
a store and tricked his customers, he remarks that 
some of them “were vexed, but most of them laughed 
at the joke.” When he has advanced much farther 
in experience and success, he comforts himself for 
various odd procedures with the reflection that “the 
public appears disposed to be amused even when they 
are conscious of being deceived.” The earlier chap- 
ters of his elaborate study of “Humbug” are largely 
given up to a specious apology for his own career. 
With extreme and far-reaching ingenuity he argues 
that humbug and swindling are very different matters. 
With all respect for his cleverness, however, I think 
the average honest man will hold that humbug in 
everything even remotely connected with money does 
mean swindling and nothing else. The peculiarity of 
humbug is that it is swindling with a sense of humor, 
of practical joke, in it. This is what makes it tolerable 
to the American public, and this is just what fasci- 
nated Bamum, profitable practical joking. But it 
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may be questioned whether either the precept or the 
example was of advantage to American youth. 

Yet, in spite of all the callousness and all the trick- 
ery inherent in the joking habit, there was at the 
bottom of the jokes, in Bamum’s case, a vast and 
jovial good-nature which you cannot help admiring 
and liking and enjoying. Tried by the final test of the 
joker, that of being willing to take a joke on himself, 
he comes out with an unfailing cheerfulness and a 
hearty sense of reciprocity which always command 
respect. He tells innumerable pranks that were 
played upon him, in full detail and with huge imper- 
sonal relish. To be sure, he usually contrives a sequel 
by which the rash jester is amply repaid. But it must 
be admitted that he does not hesitate a moment to 
show himself in a ridiculous light, even when he has 
been placed there by his own folly. And this is only 
part of the general winning candor of self-confession, 
by which, so far as he sees, which perhaps is not to 
the very bottom, he places his whole heart before the 
reader of his pages. At times, as is apt to be the case 
with such candor, he reaches a point of joking self- 
depreciation that is misleading and might easily 
tempt the critic to judge him more severely than he 
deserves. Thus it was that in his later years, after a 
life of far-extended beneficence, he could say in public, 
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“Mine is usually a profitable philanthropy. I have no 
desire to be considered much of a philanthropist in 
any other sense.” 

When finally analyzed, a good deal of philanthropy 
brings its profit in one way or another. But few 
people have had the kindly instinct of spreading and 
promoting joy more fully than Barnum. He believed 
that the Americans “with the most universal diffu- 
sion of the means of happiness ever known among 
any people,” were unhappy, and he wanted to 
make them cheerful. He believed in laughter, 
wanted to make people laugh, and “men who had not 
laughed for twenty years, or maybe never, held ach- 
ing sides when it was their good fortune to meet P. T. 
Barnum in a merry mood.” He loved children, 
above all things loved to make them happy, and did 
it, and next to becoming like a little child — and 
Barnum was not unlike one — is there any surer pass- 
port to the Kingdom of Heaven ? He turned his whole 
circus parade out of its route to amuse a sick boy who 
had dreamed for days of seeing it.®® To be sure, these 
things sooner or later found their way into the papers 
and made famous advertising, and the philanthropy 
was profitable. But the philanthropy was there, just 
the same, and some men like the profit without it. 

So he lived and died, the great showman of the 
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world, making the world into a show, making a show 
of everything in it, and altthe time himself furnish- 
ing the greatest show of all^ And he knew it, reveled 
in it, was as ready to turn himself into laughter as 
anything else. The glorification of laughter has its 
weak points, the weakest perhaps being that those 
who laugh easily are inclined to laugh too much and 
quite out of place. But in the world as it is to-day 
many of us might laugh, or smile, a little more, and 
Bamum at least did his part toward diffusing the habit. 

It is true that at moments, in keen and sincere rec- 
ollection of his religious training, he tried to pull a 
long face and emphasize the solemn trumpet tone of 
the Koran sentence, “The heavens and the earth, 
think ye that we have created them to be a jest?” 
With his inimitable verbal facility he could reproduce 
this tone, as he could many others: “The endless ages 
of immortal life are not given to sit on a flower-bed 
and sing and play harps, but for the endless develop- 
ment of immortal souls.” But this was not his 
natural vein, was not in the essential temper of his 
spirit. If he lingers in history at all, or in the memory 
of his American fellow countrymen, whom he amused 
so vastly, it will be as a trifling bubble of riotous and 
somewhat vulgar laughter on the stream of the Infi- 
nite Illusion. 
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CHRONOLOGY 

Born, Deerfield, New Hampshire, November 5, 1818. 
Removed to Lowell, i8a8. 

Graduated at Waterville College, Maine, 1838. 
Admitted to Bar, 1840. 

Married Sarah Hildreth, May 16, 1844. 

Supported Breckinridge in i860. 

Major-General of Volunteers, May, 1861. 
Commanded in New Orleans, 1862. 

Commanded in Virginia, 1864. 

Relieved from command, January, 1865. 

Active in politics, 1866-1884. 

Prominent in impeachment of Andrew Johnson, i868* 
Wife died, 1877. 

Governor of Massachusetts, 1883. 

Died, Washington, D.C., January ii, 1893. 
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I 

And still I am looking for a real, live rascal, one who 
knows and confesses himself to be such, and boasts of 
it, who does not dodge and shift and palter and whip 
the devil round the stump, to whom principle is noth- 
ing, conscience is nothing, God is nothing, and self 
and pleasure and success are all. If I could find him, 
he should have first place among all these palely 
damaged, but not completely damned souls. I have 
not found him yet and he is certainly not General 
Benjamin Franklin Butler. On the contrary, it was 
always Butler’s strenuous assertion, and very likely 
conviction, that his aims were the highest and his acts 
not far behind them. As he aptly expressed it, of one 
particular phase, “I have done nothing but good and 
that continually * 

But however contented Butler might be with his 
own virtue, his enemies thought him a rascal of the 
worst description, and he had hosts of them, though 
he had also loyal and devoted friends. II is vigorous, 
impetuous, insolent temper seemed to revel in hostility 
and to think it fun to be hated. He himself believed 
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that he was disliked because he was always with the 
under-dog in a fight/ though there were those who in- 
sinuated that he cheered on the under-dog, but was 
not so ready to haul off the upper one. At any rate, he 
made enemies from the start and kept on making them. 
As a young lawyer in Lowell and Massachusetts legis- 
lator in the forties and fifties, he became obnoxious to 
those in position and power by speaking and arguing, 
less often it was said by voting, for radical measures, 
and by pleading causes that did not always deserve to 
be successful, though he often made them so. He was 
forty-two when the Civil War came, and he plunged 
into it with eagerness having long devoted himself 
to the study and practice of military matters. As a 
major-general of volunteers in Louisiana and Virginia 
he grew to be an object of peculiar loathing to the 
Southerners. He also created antagonism in the 
executive of his own state and in powerful elements 
of the regular army and navy and of the government. 
It may have been fun, but it was disastrous; and he 
was relegated to Lowell before the close of the war. 
In later years he made innumerable enemies in both 
political parties, by shifting from one to the other. 
Decorous newspapers decried him, what is called 
society eschewed him, professors and well-groomed 
people generally detested him. When, after rci)cated 
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efforts, he won the governorship of Massachusetts, in 
1883, Harvard College, for the first time in its history 
refused him the degree of doctor of laws. From 1884, 
when he received a presidential nomination, till his 
death in 1893, he avoided politics, practised his 
profession zealously and profitably, and laughed at 
his enemies. All the same, they have made terrible 
havoc with his reputation ever since, and the efforts of 
his friends to have his statue erected in the grounds 
of the Massachusetts State House led only to bitter 
and repeated denunciations of his name and mem- 
ory, which the warmest arguments of his grand- 
children hardly sufficed to repel. 

The whole question of Butler’s character and his 
picturesque career is so tangled and varied and com- 
plicated that a dogmatic presentation of it is impos- 
sible, at least for me. But by summing up first the 
substance of the attacks made upon him, then the 
ardent advocacy of his friends, and finally letting the 
man depict himself at full length before us, a display 
which was never repugnant to him, I think a fairly 
close and complete impression may be obtained. Let 
us see, then, first what his enemies said of him, as a 
lawyer, as a soldier, as a politician, as a financier. 

His ability in legal matters is not seriously con- 
tested. It was perhaps rather of the surface order, 
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more apt at sudden turns and tricky surprises than at 
profound logical argument. But beyond question his 
clients believed in him and his adversaries dreaded 
him, dreaded his infinite resource and his terrible 
tongue. According to the verdict of Senator Chan- 
dler, he was “as able a member of the profession as the 
country contains, and certainly the most remarkable 
one.” ® Yet listen to those pestilent enemies through 
the voice of George F. Hoar: “Quiet and modest men 
who had the confidence of the courts and juries used 

to win verdicts from him in fairly even cases 

He was seldom content to try a simple case in a 
simple way. So that, while he succeeded in some des- 
perate cases, he threw away a good many which with 
wise management he might have gained.” * 

And now the soldier. Here there are two Butlers, 
the general in the field and the administrator. As to 
the administrator his compatriots north of Mason 
and Dixon’s line are less disposed to quarrel. His 
methods of government were severe, as in the execu- 
tion of Mumford in New Orleans, rough sometimes to 
the point of brutality, and, as in the case of Chaplain 
Hudson, they do not always seem to have been exempt 
from personal spite; but every one admits that they 
were immensely effective. Speed and energy of per- 
formance were closely attendant upon a singular fer- 
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tility and shrewdness of resource in conception. The 
control of New Orleans, 'the control of eastern Vir- 
ginia, the control of riotous New York, were not 
child’s play, and Butler achieved them. The enemies 
who reviled and maligned him here were the enemies 
of the country and generally speaking such abuse is 
not regarded as discrediting a commanding officer. 
But in Butler’s case it is so extreme and so well- 
directed that it is difficult to pass it over altogether. 
Take the notorious order which put a stop to the im- 
pertinence of the Southern women by proclaiming 
that, if they did not behave themselves, they were 
liable to be treated as women of the town. The re- 
mark of Fiske, that “its wretched author” could not 
have “understood in the smallest degree the feelings 
of gentlemen,”® is exaggerated. But — well, the 
order was not exactly nice: it is impossible to imagine 
Grant, or even Sherman issuing it; Napoleon might 
have. 

As to Butler the campaigner, the controversies arc 
hot and hopeless. In such a thorny professional sub- 
ject a layman can hardly have an opinion. Some deny 
the general’s courage, many his ability. Halleck 
speaks of “his total unfitness to command in the field, 
and his general quarrelsome character.” ® W. F. 
Smith called him “as helpless as a child on the field of 
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battle and as visionary as an opium-eater in conn- 

cil” ^ But Halleck and Smith were both liars, in 
Butler’s opinion; in any event, they detested him. 
Meigs, who was specially detailed to report on But- 
ler’s field command, says “he has not experience and 
training to enable him to direct and control move- 
ments in battle.” ' And Sherman wrote, “He always 
struck me as a mighty man of words, but little in 
deeds of personal valor.” ® It must at least be said 
that Butler accomplished nothing of notable conse- 
quence in a military way. New Orleans was taken, 
but the navy claimed the victory. Petersburg was 
not taken. Fort Fisher was not taken. There were 
plenty of excuses in every case. The general’s friends 
assert that he was not supported and blame the jeal- 
ousy of West Point. But the fact remains, “llictcst 
of merit in my profession, with the people, is success,” 
said Albert Sidney Johnston; “it is a hard rule, but 
I think it right.” Success is a lamentable and often 
a cruel criterion; but it is difficult to establish any 
other, and it is the one that posterity most frequently 
applies. 

In politics it would seem that Butler was more at 
home than on the battle-field; yet his enemies hound 
him here also, perhaps even more implacably. 'Fhcy 
deny that he was ever associated with any large con- 

228 



BENJAMIN FRANEXIN BUTLER 

structive effort of permanent value. They accuse him 
of taking advantage of popular passions and sensa- 
tional situations, like the Tewksbury scandal. His 
name is largely connected with measures of a dis- 
tinctly unsavory character, the Sanborn contracts, 
the Salary Grab, the issue of greenbacks, the attempt 
to pay war debts in a depreciated currency. Above 
all, it is charged that he changed his party allegiances 
to suit his personal convenience, and that no man 
was more zealous to use political power for the ag- 
grandizement of himself and his friends. “ Butler . . . 
was a spoilsman of the lowest order,” says Mr. 
Rhodes. “ 

It is in this point of spoils, of financial corruption 
and dishonesty, that the charges against Butler are 
most clinging and most persistent. They were made 
fiercely, obstinately, and definitely at all times in his 
career, and perhaps they are summed up with most 
bitterness in Mr. Moorlield Storey’s pamphlet, “The 
Record of Benjamin F. Butler.” Mr. Storey’s charges 
are mainly accepted by Mr. Rhodes, but, as in the 
case of the similar attack on Blaine, a spirit of in- 
tense partisanshi[) is manifest in them, and some at 
least of Mr. Storey’s allegations are energetically dis- 
puted by Butler’s grandchildren, Mr. Adelbert Ames 
and Mrs. Marshall. Outside of the war period the 
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charge most frequently brought is that of malversa- 
tion of funds in connection with the Soldiers’ Home; 
yet, complicated as the affair was, it seems as if we 
should give some weight to the assertion of the judge 
before whom it was tried, that “ nothing had occurred 
in the testimony which reflected in the slightest de- 
gree upon the integrity or honesty or upright conduct 
of anybody who was concerned or had at any time 
been concerned in the transactions.” 

But it was the commercial dealings connected with 
his name during the war that laid the greatest burden 
on Butler’s reputation for honesty. While he was 
governing New Orleans and again in eastern Vir- 
ginia, an enormous speculative trade was carried on 
with the enemy. The government authorized this 
trade under strict regulations, for the sake of getting 
the cotton. But private individuals were supposed to 
profit vastly and to violate the regulations with no 
thought for anything but their own personal plunder. 
And many who were close to Butler, including his own 
brother and his brother-in-law, had peculiarly favor- 
able opportunities. Observers like IDenison, who were 
by no means unfriendly to Butler, condemned the 
trade in general and complained of his relation to 
those concerned in it. It is true that Mr. Rhodes, 
who criticizes Butler severely, admits that there is no 

230 



BENJAMIN FRANKLIN BUTLER 

absolute proof against “He is such a smart 

man,” says Denison, “that it would, in any case, be 
difficult to discover what he wished to conceal.” 

It is true that the extreme Southern accusations of 
theft, as to silver for instance, are utterly unfounded, 
though there appears to have been a lack of delicacy 
in the purchase of valuables at low prices wrung from 
the starved necessity of those who had suffered by 
the war. But, while nothing can be actually proved, 
the taint followed Butler at New Orleans and at 
Norfolk both. Wherever he was, there was the dis- 
reputable trade. And no other officer of his rank, 
north or south, is seriously accused of such transac- 
tions. It would be absurd even to suggest them with 
Grant or Sherman. 

Whatever Butler’s personal concern with the mat- 
ter, there was no excuse for the crowd he had about 
him. All his life he was as loyal in sticking to his 
friends as he was indiscreet in the choice of them. 
What his enemies thought of his surroundings it is 
unnecessary to indicate. More interesting are the re- 
peated suggestions and admonitions of his supporters, 
those who believed in him and those who profited by 
him. One of them quoted Secretary Chase as saying, 
“Wiry will General Butler allow his friends to be so 
loaded, so embarrassed with his commercial connec- 
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tions?” and advises extreme caution.^® And the tone 
of the letters he receives is too often significant, im-* 
pl5nng an attitude in financial and other matters to 
say the least far from delicate. 

But the testimony which is to me most striking 
is that of the witness who followed General Butler s 
career in all its phases with tender and passionate 
solicitude and whose vision was in many respects as 
keen as her sympathy was profound, I mean his wife, 
I shall have much more to say about her later, but 
on this matter of the general’s financial connections 
her evidence is immensely impressive. To begin 
with, in the early days of the war she lays her finger 
on the essential weakness (italics mine), beside the 
fond devotion of a wife, there is still the same respon- 
sibility felt by me for whatever you may do, as there 
was years ago when you laid your head on my 
lap, and prayed me to look kindly and lovingly into 
your face. I saw then what I have since seen in 
Paul, but notin peculiarities easily 

wf ought upon, and dangerous from their very sim- 
plicity.’”^* When the complications increase, she 
pleads and entreats for prudence and common-sense: 
“I would not have men holding places or trading in 
my Department to any great extent whom I o add not 
trust at home. They will bring discredit that will 
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worry you hereafter.” And the note of overwhelm- 
ing tragedy in her outcry as to that fatal brother is 
more poignant than the blow of any enemy: “ Is it not 
enough to make one mad that [after the] two years of 
agony which I have borne, and after I had proved to 
him that Jackson was the cause of his failure at Fort- 
ress Monroe, yet again that he should bestow all 
power and give all confidence once more, to have his 
reputation assailed, and the power he has and might 
yet gain, slip from his grasp and crumble to noth- 
ing?” is ■jg niore needed to show that Butler kept 
about him a class of persons that would damage any 
man? 

To sum up this chapter of enemies, my impression 
is that during the greater part of his career Butler 
managed to win the dislike and mistrust of a large 
majority of those who think themselves the better 
class of [icople : not by any means of all, as will be 
shown later, but of a considerable majority. You 
may belittle these people as much as you please. You 
may sneer at them and snub them. You may mock 
at Harvard College and the New York “Nation” 
and the Boston “Transcript.” You may proclaim 
yourself entirely contented with the laudation of the 
illiterate and the adoration of the unclean. You may 
point out that the Scribes and Pharisees thought 
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themselves the better class, while your followers 
freely pronounce that “your name, like Jesus of 
Nazareth, will stand chiseled in the principles of jus- 
tice and righteousness as long as God shall revolve 
this world.” Nevertheless, that contemptible bet- 
ter class dominates history, guides education, and 
controls the opinion of generations to come. The 
severe judgment of Mr. Storey and Mr. Rhodes rep- 
resents the judgment of thousands and tends to pro- 
duce the judgment of millions. And such a weight of 
odium however right or wrong, well or ill founded, 
makes a prodigious burden for a man’s memory to 
struggle against through the progress of the years. 

II 

Now to consider the very extensive testimony in 
favor of General Butler. To begin with, a word 
should be said about the labors of his granddaughter 
Mrs. Marshall. This lady has collected in five huge 
volumes the correspondence bearing upon the gen- 
eral’s life through the war period. It is hard to say 
enough about the thoroughness and the wide candor 
with which this task has been accomplished. Mrs. 
Marshall could not better prove her own complete 
confidence in her grandfather’s integrity and nobil- 
ity than by gathering and printing, as she has done, 
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the bitterest attacks of his enemies as well as the 
defence of his friends. So far as my examination goes, 
she has performed this duty with impartiality. She 
has indeed, omitted the quotation marks which give 
all the sting to the bitter “Excellency” letter to Gov- 
ernor Andrew. But in doing this she no doubt fol- 
lowed Parton’s theory that those marks were a mis- 
take of the copyist,^® though such an absurd idea 
seems to be completely disproved by Butler’s own 
defence of thcm.^^ If the absolute devotion of his 
grandchildren could clear a man’s memory, Butler’s 
would be stainless. 

From Mrs. Marshall’s volumes and from other 
sources wc may gather first the friendly evidence of 
Butler’s avowed enemies, and some of them are by no 
means sparing of it. There were even Southerners 
who had a good word for him, men and women whom 
he helped in sore need and who did not hesitate to 
acknowledge it.^^ I have spoken of the praise of his 
military administration, in spite of its severity, and 
tliose, like Denison, who had condemned his commer- 
cial transactions most harshly, were eager to have him 
back, when they saw the inefficiency that followed his 
departure from New Orleans.®* Men like Stanton, 
who frowned upon his financial reputation, warmly 
recognized his ability in other directions. Men like 
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Bowles, who fought him politically, felt his social 
charm and acknowledged him to be a good fellow, 
though they thought him a bad citizen.*^ 

Butler’s relation to the two most prominent per- 
sonages on the Northern side during the war are pro- 
foundly interesting to study. It is clear that in the 
yarly days Lincoln was much impressed by his bril- 
liancy and activity. Butler believed that Lincoln 
was inclined to support him and even asserts that in 
1863 the president offered him Grant’s command.^® 
With his broad political vision Lincoln undoubtedly 
appreciated the value of Butler’s popularity with 
certain classes all over the country and was willing to 
make allowance for it. At the same time, against the 
various presidential compliments that Butler quotes 
one ought to set Lincoln’s remark, when Hay sug- 
gested that Butler might be the most dangerous man 
in the army: “Yes, he is like Jim Jett’s brother. Jim 
used to say that his brother was the damnedest 
scoundrel that ever lived, but in the infinite mercy of 
Providence he was also the damnedest fool.”®* As 
to Grant, the tangle of his feelings in regard to his 
brilliant subordinate is almost impossible to unravel. 
First he asked to have him removed. Then he kept 
him. Then he finally got rid of him, with some severe 
criticism. Yet, after the war, he toned the criticism 
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down, and said to Young: “I like Butler, and have 
always found him not only, as all the world knows, a 
man of great ability; but a patriotic man, and a man 
of courage, honor, and sincere convictions.”^^ The 
ill-disposed have assumed that Butler had some hold 
over Grant;®® at any rate, there are Grant’s own 
words, whatever interpretation you may put upon 
them. Perhaps I may sum up this attempt to get at 
the kindly feeling of those who were more or less op- 
posed to Butler by referring to the eulogy of C. A. 
Dana, who fought him on numerous occasions, but 
who declared that “for the last quarter of a century 
at least Benjamin Franklin Butler has stood out as 
the most original, the most American, and the most 
picturesque character in our public life,” adding that 
“his intellectual resources were marvelous, his mind 
naturally adhered to the cause of the poor and the 
weak, ... he was no pretender and no hypocrite.” 

Passing now to the praise of Butler by his friends, 
it must be admitted that the impression above indi- 
cated of a certain lack of discrimination in the choice 
of these is often painfully emphasized. Too many of 
the letters from enthusiastic admirers, printed by 
Mrs. Marshall, like that containing the somewhat 
profane comparison quoted above, bear unfavorably 
upon the recipient as well as upon the writer; and one 
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is sometimes tempted to reverse the well-known re- 
mark of a supporter of Cleveland: “We love him for 
the enemies he has made.” One eager follower pro- 
claims: “You stand well generally, are well spoken 
of by the middle class, in the cars, in the barrooms, 
at the corners, etc., as ‘the right man in the right 
place.’”®® The compliment might perhaps be re- 
garded as two edged. On the other hand, there is 
a long list of men of the highest standing in the 
community and of unimpeachable character, whose 
praise, bestowed at different times and on different 
occasions, might be urged as affording satisfactory 
credentials for any man. Salmon P. Chase, Horace 
Greeley, Henry Wilson, Wendell Phillips, Charles 
Sumner, William Lloyd Garrison — all these spoke 
well of Butler, some of them with enthusiasm, and his 
friends can hardly be blamed for quoting such testi- 
monials with complacency. 

So far we have been dealing with Butler as a public 
man. The evidence of those who knew him in private 
life is even more favorable. It is certain that he was 
kindly, helpful, and generous to the poor and needy, 
and gave money largely without any thought of 
return. In social relations those most hostile to him 
admit that he could be charming. When he dropped 
politics, his easy gayety, his quick wit, his cordial 
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manner, made him delightful to meet and profitable 
to converse with. One of the most agreeable pictures 
of his domestic life is afforded in a letter written by a 
lady well known in New England for her literary gifts 
and her estimable character, who visited intimately 
in the Butler family and was acquainted with all its 
members: “In his own home I was always struck 
by his simplicity and frank uprightness. Perhaps you 
will smile when I say I thought him single-minded. 
He had a contempt for everything mean and small, 
pity for the suffering, and no pity for the pi^etender. 
He had strong likes and dislikes and prejudices, 
and did not hesitate to show them. He had perfect 
confidence in his wife, consulted her constantly, 
he adored his children. ... I think slander never at- 
tacked him in his domestic relations, he was never 
willing to sec women lobbyists, and a woman never 
came into his private office or saw him alone. He had 
a reverence for women; and no mother ever had a 
more devoted son.” 

But by far the most interesting witness to Butler’s 
good (lualities and attractions is the one whom I have 
already slightly suggested, but whose testimony is 
quite inexhaustible in significance, his wife. Her nu- 
merous letters, as printed by Mrs. Marshall, form 
a most curious human document in themselves, and, 
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as illustrating her husband, they are beyond price. 
She was a remarkable woman, and I wish I were 
writing a portrait of her instead of him. Her energy 
and ambition and her love of poetry led her to the 
stage in early life and it was from there that Butler 
married her. The love of poetry stayed by her, and 
she quotes Shakespeare as if she knew him by heart. 
From him perhaps she drew her extraordinarily clear- 
sighted analysis of herself and those about her. I 
must quote one general passage out of many, to show 
what the depth and force of this analysis was: “I do 
not live like other people, I am confident. I began 
life entirely different from those I knew. I am as far 
apart from them now as then. ... In every fibre of 
me is woven a romance that will die when I am dead, 

and not till then It is not the scho<jl-girl fever, 

that must find an object, make a match, and then is 
commonplace forever. But a love of beauty, of art, 
even where it is not cultivated, an instinctive love 
for it in every form, in books, painting, poetry, and 
music. . . . There is a deep and keen sensibility in my 
nature that time does not deaden, I think it only in- 
tensifies.” 

It is easy to imagine the interest of this analytical 
light thrown upon a career and a spirit like Butler’s. 
The personal relation between the two is absorbing in 
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its charm. The wife seems to fling the great w'orld 
aside and all his activity in it and concentrate all 
human life in the beating of their two hearts. Jeal- 
ousy.? Oh, yes, she feels jealousy. When he makes 
one of his not over-delicate jokes about getting a 
housekeeper, blonde or brunette, she replies: “I 
see you have not received my letters, or this matter 
of housekeepers would not be presented either for 
blondes or brunettes.” Anxiety? Oh, the poignant 
sting of anxiety! “You, that have time for all the 
petty details in that obscure spot, can you not find 
time to answer this one question to your wife ? Oh, 
God ! have mercy on me and let me be still.” Long- 
ing? The intense, burning, devouring solicitude of 
absence ? How she knows it ! “ Say there shall yet be a 
time for me, apart from ambitious stmggle, which is 
but dust and ashes, hold me to you with care, as a 
mother would her sick child, kiss me, love me, and 
forbid me to die of anguish.” 

Yet, though all the ambitious struggle may be dust 
and ashes, she enters into it every moment, with the 
keen passion of self-forgetful love. It is a delight to 
watch the intertwisted threads of her remote, world- 
excluding tenderness and her large zeal to have him 
make his deserved place in the affairs of men. She 
advises him as to friends and as to enemies, as to 
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commercial transactions and as to the movement of 
armies, she analyzes his situation and suggests how 
to improve it and how to get out of it. When con- 
spiracy threatens and jealousy undermines, she warns 
and cautions: “Remember still that your most dan- 
gerous enemies are not among the rebels. You must 
not have further trouble with the army officers, — if 
the provocation is ever so bitter, if it is possible to 
avoid it. They can strike the heaviest, for they strike 
in a body.” She penetrates the design of battles 
and the causes of defeat, understands campaigns, 
military as well as political, or thinks she docs. At 
least she darted keen shafts of vision into the darker 
secrets of the hearts of men. 

And the distinguished lady whom I have cited 
above as to Butler’s family life assumes that because 
such a woman as this loved her husband with her 
whole soul, he must be wholly worth loving, could not 
possibly be what Butler’s enemies represented him. 
Alas, we have already studied Margaret Arnold and 
Theodosia Burr, spirits as keen and noble as Mrs. 
Butler, who loved as much and admired as thor- 
oughly, and we have not been able to accept their 
certificates of character as absolutely unexception- 
able. But whether we agree with her estimate or not, 
no one can resist the fascination of seeing that wide 
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planetary career reflected in the troubled ocean of her 
tenderness. Whatever secret reserves her acute in- 
sight may have made, no one could express more con- 
fidence in her husband’s power and possible fortune 
than she: “I do not often praise you, but it is my firm 
belief that there is but one man now known to the 
people who can save this country in its present criti- 
cal state from utter loss and confusion irremediable; 
and that is yourself.” In short, behind all the pas- 
sion, and all the desire, and all the wide, tireless ur- 
gency, one cannot help imagining the shadowy 
grandiose figure of Lady Macbeth, murmuring such 
words as these: “The death of General Williams has 
nerved me like steel. Would I were a man. I am' 
stronger in the hour of danger, for then I forget my-- 
self and woman’s cares, and feel all the high enthu- 
siasm that leads to deeds of fame, and for this reason 
it is better 1 should be with you. I could never pull 
you back from what I thought it your duty to do, but 
should urge, you foiward, and help, with all the wit I 
have.” What a wife! And, oh, what a woman! 

in 

To sum up and complete these portrayals by enemies 
and friends, we will endeavor to let the general por- 
tray himself, an endeavor in which he offers us un- 
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limited assistance, not only in the thousand vast 
pages of “ Butler’s Book,” but in the endless collec- 
tion of his letters and speeches of all kinds. Many 
people have praised him, but it required his own gen- 
ius to give the fine, discriminating touches, and, alas, 
he has condemned himself in a fashion to delight his 
enemies, if not to satisfy them. Again and again I am 
reminded of his own remark as to some of Johnson’s 
utterances: “If Andrew Johnson never committed 
any other offence — if we knew nothing of him save 
from this avowal — we should have a full picture of 
his mind and heart, painted in colors of living light, so 
that no man will ever mistake his mental and moral 
lineaments hereafter.” I need not explain that I 
am well aware of the possibilities of treachery in 
such an exposure as I am undertaking. The greate.st 
cruelty to a man often is to quote him. I can only say 
that I try to represent the general as, after months of 
study and investigation, he actually seems to me. 

To some extent a man reveals himself in his out- 
ward appearance, and those who have formed a pretty 
definite estimate of Butler’s character will probably 
find some reflection of it in the portraits of his later 
life: the rotund, heavy, ungainly figure, the heavily 
clroo[)ing cheeks, the heavily drooping eyelids, with 
the well-known defect of vision, the drooping mus- 
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tache and scanty locks, the domed forehead, radiant 
of benevolence. And this is age. But such likenesses 
as that on page 79 of “Butler’s Book” suggest that 
the youth was not unlike the grown man. Butler him- 
self gives a vivid description of his childhood, but one 
cannot help suspecting that it is slightly idealized. 
The boy of ten who looked down upon the little town 
of Lowell and said to himself: “Here is to be my 
home; these people are to be my people, and I must 
prepare myself to take care of those who arc my own 
in old age and to do such service as I may to these 
people,” “ would appear rather to be a boy in a 
b< )ok. 

Butler’s account of his education at Waterville, 
Maine, and elsewhere i.s piquant and interesting and 
his account of his intelligence is even more so. The 
education was perhaps not very profound, but was 
certainly discursive. “1 suppose that Oeneral Butler 
knows more about more subjects than any other man 
in thi.s country,” declares an enthusiastic admirer.^’ 
More specific and even more impressive is the gen- 
eral’s own summary in his Iwxtk of the vast range of 
topics that he was led to investigate in his practice; 
and his solidly retentive memory enabled him to 
appear at any rate .supeificially familiar with many 
things that the ordinary man is not expected to know 
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anything about. His intellect may not have gone very 
deep, but it was surprisingly quick and active. 

In those matters in which intellect should be most 
profitably applied, that is, religion and God, Butler is 
always interesting to follow, but his attitude is not 
easy to elucidate. He had been well trained in the 
Bible and his ready memory kept bits of scripture 
often on his lips. He was profuse in references to our 
Holy Religion, to “Him who died for all,” etc., 
though such references were not always in the best of 
taste, as when he said of unreliable products of the 
Harvard Medical School: “Every institution has bad 
men in it and every institution has good ones. When 
Christ, aided by Omniscience, too, chose twelve 
disciples, he chose one who had a devil. 1 don’t 
believe the Harvard Medical School averages better 
than that.” As to actual belief, we can only take 
the general’s own word, written in the utmost confi- 
dence to his wife: “If I could believe, I would become 
a member of the church, but alas! I have n’t faith 
You may have.” 

If he had n’t faith in things divine, he was not much 
better supplied with it as regards humanity. I le was 
far too apt to impute low, mean motives for actu)ns 
that were at least susceptible of being ascribed to a 
higher source, and he did not sufficiently realize that 
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such imputations have a deadly way of recoiling upon 
the iniputer. He was too ready to fling about terms 
like liar and thief. To be sure, he insists that he did 
not use such words except when they were “the only 
ones that ought to be used.” But we never know; 
and when a man believes he is doing his best and you 
abuse him, he is inclined to pay you back. I think 
so often of Butler’s own sentence: “When a man calls 
everybody a liar, he is like the man who said that 
every man in the town was drunk, for they all seemed 
to him to stagger.” 

Disbelief in individuals, however, is perfectly com- 
patible with a belief in the race, at any rate with love 
and pity for it, and above all a desire to help. Butler’s 
merits in this direction must be recognized, and others 
besides himself insist upon them, though his own in- 
sistetu'c could j)erhaps at times be dispensed with, 
and his enemies urge that here, as elsewhere, it is a 
little diflicult to distinguish words from deeds, lie 
did proclaim loudly his sympathy with labor, though 
labor asserted that he sometimes failed it at a pinch.'*’' 
He did peiform distinct services for the negro, inde- 
pendent of putting into circulation the famous phrase 
“contraband of war.” And as to mitigating the fate 
of prisoners, we should not overkK>k (icneral SchafT’s 
remark: “It is only due to Butler to say that no man, 
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North or South, did more, not one even approached 
him, in persistent endeavor to effect exchange and 
thereby save thousands of lives.” 

Much more significant than this general philan- 
thropy, however, is Butler’s kindness to individuals. 
Here also he is himself a not unwilling source of infor- 
mation. But there seems plenty of evidence of gener- 
osity and charity which looked for no reward and 
which well bore out the phrase I have before quoted : 
“God made me in only one way. I must be always 
with the under-dog in the fight. I can’t help it; I 
can’t change, and upon the whole I don’t want to.” 

And if he was kind to outsiders and strangers, there 
can be no question about his devotion and tenderness 
to his family. The charming testimony I introduced 
earlier is wholly borne out by his own letters to 
his children, which indicate thorough symi)arhy with 
their pursuits and attention to their interests. As 
for his wife, I have shown her side of the relation ; I 
could fill pages with the analysis of his, and the deli- 
cate and instructive response and interaction be- 
tween them. When she mourns, he cheers her; when 
she frets, he soothes her; when she advises, he listens 
to her — respectfully, and often complies; when she 
cries out for love, he gives it to her, gives it cordially, 
heartily — and yet, and yet, the tone is a little too 
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much that of one humoring a child, and so she feels 
it. He loved her, oh, yes, he loved her. But, as she 
herself says, “Ah me! there is such a wide difference 
between man’s thought and woman’s,”®^ and God 
knows, a husband’s love is a pitiful thing. 

For he has a thousand great affairs to attend to be- 
sides l(jving. He must be a lawyer, a governor, a sol- 
dier, a hero, a patriot. The desire and the achieve- 
ment of all this filled Butler’s life, and he portrays 
them with his usual abundance. His vigor, his energy, 
his inexhaustible resource are astounding. It is said 
that in youth he was slight and delicate. If so, he 
largely oviu'came his weakness, and his health of body 
and of spirit was almost unfailing. In spite of all 
his failures and all his difficulties, the moments of 
diseouragenicnt appear rarely, even in his most confi- 
dential letters. He was full of aspiration, full of hope, 
full of eonfulence. Patriotism? Well, if you believe 
liim, and I think he believed himself, he was ready to 
.sacrifiee everything for his country: “I would even 
take myself away rather than to do anything which 
would weaken by one ounce the strength with which 
the administration should vStrangle this rebellion.”®^ 
Ambition ? Ah, this is a more delicate matter. Those 
about Butler, hts many admirers all over the country, 
seemed to IcKik to him as the only man who could 
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save it; how? By legal and constitutional means, no 
doubt, if possible. But, if this was not possible, let 
him save it by the sword, and in the chaos that would 
ensue the chances were infinite. How far Butler him- 
self reflected on these chances, it is difficult to say. 
But that he did reflect on them somewhat is suggested 
by one priceless bit of intimate confidence, addressed 
to that wife who was ever on the watch to tease great 
thoughts out of him, if she did not herself put them in 
(italics mine): “It is coming — a ‘Military Dicta- 
tor.’ God grant the man may be one of power and 
administrative capacity. Let it come — the man has 
not developed himself yet — but he will — in the 
field too, before long. The day of small expedients 
and small men is getting by. Well, an empire is the re- 
pose as it is the ripeness of nations 

Unfortunately these large hopes and soaring 
thoughts were disfigured by a distressing amount of 
petty vanity. There was vanity of display, the flying 
of a flag over the hotel where the governor stayed, the 
exhibition of showy uniforms and pomjious formal- 
ity.*® There was the sense and the assertion of self- 
importance and consequence: if my plans had been 
followed, if my ideas had been adopted, the outcome 
would have been so different! This was af)plicd in- 
discriminately, to South as well as North, “ Jcflcrscjn 
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Davis could have, and if I had been at his elbow, as 
he once desired that I should be, would have attended 
divine service in his own pew in the church at Wash- 
ington as President of the Confederacy.” “ Pardon 
these suggestions, but I am getting a little nervous 
with the depletion of our line, and the thought of 
what I would do were I Lee.” One sighs over the 
abyss of regret that must open before the South, when 
it thinks of what would have happened if it had 
had Benjamin F. Butler in the place of Robert E. 
Lee. I'ovtunatcly the North was saved from having 
this added disadvantage to contend with. What it 
would have meant may be best appreciated from the 
colossal remark of Butler himself, which is of course 
not to be taken too seriously, but just seriously 
enough: “At any rate, when he [Butler] was there, 
they had no enemy around the capital. When he was 
away, the enemy got there. I don’t mean to say that 
those two things had any relation to each other; but 
it was so.”^® 

This element of vanity, which it is always diflicult 
to reconcile with fundamental greatness, is too often 
present in Butler’s defence of himself against his 
enemies and in his statement of his own aclticvemcnt. 
Law? “'I'hey .say I am sharp. Of course I ant sharp. 
It is only when they cannot imitate it that they coin- 
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plain of my sharpness.”®^ Politics? “They all agree, 
so far as I know, that I have ability enough [to be 
governor] — plenty of ability — too much. He can do 
great wrong, that is why it is n’t best to have him. 
But I say that a man that cannot do wrong cannot do 
much right.” War? It would be hopeless to attempt 
to summarize the vast abundance of the general’s self- 
commendation in this line, but he has done it him- 
self, as well as it can be done, on the concluding page 
of his Book: “If any general officer, with the same 
means, did more in the war for the life of the nation, 
I congratulate him most heartily, but I would like to 
see his list.” In all this magnificent rehearsal there 
is too much insistence upon what would have been 
done. If due support had been given, if West Point 
had not thwarted, if this man had not d(“layed, and 
another man lied, and another been jealous, what 
grand results would have been accomplished ! But his- 
tory has trouble enough to chronicle the things that 
did happen, without stirring up the huge chaos of 
things that did not. 

And worse even than the vanity in Butler’s attitude 
toward his critics and enemies is the low insolence and 
vilification, which, when so fierce and .so constant, 
indicate .something more than mere tone, an essential 
spiritual lack and taint and damage. Butler’s friend.s 
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say that it was a matter of mere outspokenness, that 
he was a frank, direct man, who hated red tape and 
formality and said what he thought. But a man 
may be frank without being brutal and direct without 
being scurrilous. Again, it is urged that allowance 
must be made for his humor. He had undoubtedly a 
shrewd, coarse wit, which was often misunderstood 
and got him into trouble. But neither frankness nor 
humor can excuse or palliate the excesses of that ter- 
rible rough tongue. Take the whole correspondence 
with Ciovernor Andrew at the beginning of the war. 
Both sides may have made mistakes and shown 
temper; but Andrew’s is the temper of a gentleman, 
Butler’s-- is not. Take the unspeakable insubordi- 
nate insolence of the farewell to his army, when he 
was relieved, which even Barton deplores. ‘T have re- 
fused to order the useless .sacrifice of the lives of such 
vsoldieis, and I am relieved from your command.”®® 
Take the hideous remark about the New Orleans 
women, who turned their backs upon the Northern- 
ers: “d'hose women evidently know which end of 
them looks be.st.”"* 'fake the lavish bestowal of 
bitter epithets u(Kin those who had offended him, 
Badcuu is “the French for ‘dirty water.’”®* Hal- 
leck is “a lying, treaeheroUvS, hyjKicritical .scoundrel, 
with no moral sense.”®* Porter is “a rcckles.s, con- 
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sciousless [j-zV], impudent And so on ad in- 

finitum. The man who indulges perpetually in this 
sort of thing is more damaged by it than is any one 
whom he attacks. And the unavoidable implication 
is that he is judging others by the standard of him- 
self. 

Whereas I am inclined to think that Butler judged 
others seriously very little, and himself hardly at all. 
I have studied his huge prolixity with the utmost 
care for any evidence of self-examination and I find 
almost none. When he rarely attempts anything of 
the sort, it is apt to result as follows: “All that I am, 
all that I am to be, I am now. In fact, it may be that 
this thing existence or being called I, elevated or de- 
pressed, may be expanded or compressed thereby, 
but not to the consciousness of I. Therefore tlie fu- 
ture is here, for it can bring to me fears none, hopes 
few, and expectations from it none.” IIow far, far 
different from the cool, quiet, subtle touch which that 
delightful wife is always ready to lay upon her own 
heart and upon his. And this lack of sclf-analy.sis 
must be taken into account in any general discussion 
of Butler’s aims and motives. Certain tilings sounded 
well to say, and he said them. Of course he meant 
them. Why should n’t he mean them? At any rate, 
just as much as others did. What was the use of 
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plunging and floundering in a vague spiritual chaos to 
find out what a man meant ? In such a chaos I know 
that I at least have floundered, in the endeavor to find 
solid bottom in the depths of this complicated soul, 
and I am forced at last to leave the question of 
Butler’s sincerity between himself and God, with the 
suspicion that the divine perspicacity has seldom been 
more severely taxed. 


IV 

WiiAT is certain is, that, however it may have been 
with thoughts, Butler was a master of words. And I 
do not mean to say that words were the wh(»le of him: 
he had many striking and significant qualities besides 
the power of expression. But words were the worst 
and the b(‘st, and I think his gifts in this direction ac- 
counted largely for his prominences and for what suc- 
cess he had. It is said he had not the natural graces of 
oratory. Perhaps not ; but he understood an audience, 
knew how to take advantage of every favorable turn, 
or every weak point in the argument of an adversary. 
I le was always at his ea.se, always ready, never dis- 
comfited by any awe or excess of reverence. More- 
over, he had an illimitable flow of language. And this 
is even more evident in hi.s writing than in his speak- 
ing. When you prtrbe his documents to the very Ixrt* 
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tom, you may not find any great coherence or logi- 
cal force. But for plausibility, for shrewdness, for 
power of producing just the turn of thought that the 
occasion required, for touching it with vigor and 
driving it home, his speeches and his written state- 
ments are often remarkable. 

As with other forms of self-analysis, I have watched 
curiously to see how far Butler himself reflected upon 
this terrible power of speech, both for good and for 
evil, to speaker and to hearers. His friends saw it 
clearly enough: “Speeches of public men are the as- 
sassins they bear about with them,” warns one.*® But 
I do not find him dissecting it with scientific lucidity. 
That he well appreciated its practical bearing appears 
in his account of his firing the laborers of Lowell to 
fury: “My voice rang out as it can do on occasion. . . , 
‘As God lives and I live, by the living Jehovah ! if one 
man is driven from his employment by these men be- 
cause of his vote, I will lead you to make Lowell what 
it was twenty-five years ago — a sheep-pa.sture and 
fishing-place; and I will commence by applying the 
torch to my own house!’ . , . The effect was marvelous. 
A yell broke out like the agonized groan of wild 
animals when they feel the deadly knife at their 
throats. Some cried out, ‘Let us do it now,’ and a^)- 
plausc broke out all over the hall.” 
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Such things force upon us the significance of words 
in a democracy, and what they can do, and what they 
can do for a man like Butler. Words with something 
behind them make the man who prevails. But even 
with little behind them, their insinuating dominance 
is far too overwhelming. One thinks of the rare cases 
of men like Cleveland who come to the top with prac- 
tically no words whatever, simply with the driving 
energy of character. Again, one compares even more 
directly two such men as Butler and Lincoln. Un- 
deniably there were marked resemblances between 
them. Both came from the people, both understood 
the people, both appealed to the peoi)le with singular 
effect and aptitude. Both knew the value of humor 
and resorted to it with constant freshness and efficacy 
and with a homely shrewdness approaching, when not 
reaching, the coarse. Both had the gift of speech in a 
high degree. The enormous difference, in endowment 
and in achievement, can only be summed up in the 
indefinable, but far-reaching, term, character, which 
we applied to Cleveland. Words without character 
go far, terribly, dangerously far, in popular govern- 
ment. What words with character will do the career 
of Linc()ln shows. Hitherto the frothing, foaming, 
re8tle.s8 ocean of popular government has thrown up 
fifty men of the type of Butler for one of the type of 
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Lincoln. Those who, with Lincoln, believe in the fu- 
ture of democracy, can only hope that with time it 
will produce more Lincolns and fewer Butlers. 


THE END 
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